


Innovation succeeds best when it is culturally 

appropriate. This axiom of applied anthropology 

could guide the international spread not only of 

development projects but also of businesses, 

such as fast food. Each time McDonald’s or 

Burger King expands to a new nation, it must 

devise a culturally appropriate strategy for fi t-

ting into the new setting.

 McDonald’s has been successful interna-

tionally, with more than a quarter of its sales 

outside the United States. One place where 

McDonald’s is expanding successfully is Brazil, 

where more than 50 million middle-class peo-

ple, most living in densely packed cities, pro-

vide a concentrated market for a fast-food 

chain. Still, it took McDonald’s some time to 

fi nd the right marketing strategy for Brazil.

 In 1980 when I visited Brazil after a seven-

year absence, I fi rst noticed, as a manifestation 

of Brazil’s growing participation in the world 

economy, the appearance of two McDonald’s 

restaurants in Rio de Janeiro. There wasn’t 

much difference between Brazilian and North 

American McDonald’s. The restaurants looked 

alike. The menus were more or less the same, 

as was the taste of the quarter-pounders. I 

picked up an artifact, a white paper bag with 

yellow lettering, exactly like the take-out bags 

then used in American McDonald’s. An adver-

tising device, it carried several messages about 

how Brazilians could bring McDonald’s into 

their lives. However, it seemed to me that 

 McDonald’s Brazilian ad campaign was missing 

some important points about how fast food 

should be marketed in a culture that values 

large, leisurely lunches.

 The bag proclaimed, “You’re going to enjoy 

the [McDonald’s] difference,” and listed several 

“favorite places where you can enjoy  McDonald’s 

products.” This list confi rmed that the marketing 

people were trying to adapt to Brazilian middle-

class culture, but they were making some mis-

takes. “When you go out in the car with the kids” 

transferred the uniquely developed North Amer-

ican cultural combination of highways, afford-

able cars, and suburban living to the very 

different context of urban Brazil. A similar sug-

gestion was “traveling to the country place.” 

Even Brazilians who owned country places could 

not fi nd McDonald’s, still confi ned to the cities, 

on the road. The ad creator had apparently never 

attempted to drive up to a fast-food restaurant in 

a neighborhood with no parking spaces.

 Several other suggestions pointed custom-

ers toward the beach, where cariocas (Rio na-

tives) do spend much of their leisure time. One 
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When I wrote the fi rst edition of this book in the 1970s, 
the fi eld of anthropology was changing rapidly. Anthro-
pologists were writing about a “new archaeology” and a 
“new ethnography.” Studies of language as actually used 
in society were revolutionizing overly formal and static 
linguistic models. Symbolic and interpretive approaches 
were joining ecological and materialist ones. I strove to 
write a book that addressed all these changes, while also 
providing a solid foundation of core concepts and the 
basics.

Anthropology continues to be an exciting fi eld. Pro-
found changes—including advances in communication 
and transportation, the expansion of global capitalism, 
and the challenges of a changing climate—have affected 
the people and societies that anthropologists study. While 
any competent text must present anthropology’s core, it 
must also demonstrate anthropology’s relevance to 
today’s world.

APPRECIATING THE 
EXPERIENCES STUDENTS 
BRING TO THE CLASSROOM
One of my main goals for this edition has been to 
show students why anthropology should matter to 
them. Previous editions included short boxed sections 
titled “Understanding Ourselves.” I’ve expanded 
these essays and moved them to the beginning of 
each chapter. These introductions, which draw on 
student experience, using familiar examples, illus-
trate the relevance of anthropology to everyday life 
and set the stage for the content that follows.
 Another feature that draws on student experience, 
“Through the Eyes of Others,” offers short accounts 
by foreign students of how they came to perceive and 
appreciate key differences between their own cultures 
of origin and contemporary culture in the United 
States. These accounts point out aspects of U.S. culture 
that may be invisible to students who are from the 
United States, because they are understood as being 
“normal,” or “just the way things are.” As these exam-
ples illustrate, the viewpoint of an outsider can help to 
make visible particular features of one’s own culture.
 Both the “Understanding Ourselves” introductions 
and “Through the Eyes of Others” boxes tie into a key 
theme of this book; namely, that anthropology helps us 
understand ourselves. By studying other cultures, we 
learn to appreciate, to question, and to reinterpret as-
pects of our own. As one cultural variant among many, 
American culture is worthy of anthropological study 
and analysis. Any adequate study of contemporary 
American culture must include popular culture. I keep 
up with developments in American—and, increas-
ingly, international—popular culture, and use popular 
culture examples to help my students, and my read-
ers, understand and appreciate anthropological con-
cepts and approaches. To cite just a few examples, the 
anthropology of Star Wars, The Wizard of Oz, and 

 Desperate Housewives are explored in this book, 
along with more traditional aspects of American 
culture.

APPRECIATING CULTURAL 
DIVERSITY
No academic fi eld has a stronger commitment to, or 
respect for, human cultural diversity than anthropol-
ogy does. Anthropologists routinely listen to, record, 
and attempt to represent voices and perspectives 
from a multitude of times, places, countries, and cul-
tures. Through its various subfi elds, anthropology 
brings together biological, social, cultural, linguistic, 
and historical approaches. Multiple and diverse per-
spectives provide a fuller appreciation of what it 
means to be human.
 Newly imagined for this edition, chapters now 
contain boxes titled “Appreciating Diversity,”
which focus on the various forms of human cultural 
diversity, in time and space that make anthropology 
so fascinating. Some of these explorations of diver-
sity, for example the recent popularity of hugging in 
U.S. high schools, will likely be familiar to students. 
Others, like the story of a Turkish man with fi ve 
wives and 55 children, will prompt them to consider 
human societies very different from their own.
 A key feature of today’s student body that makes 
anthropology more relevant than ever is its increas-
ing diversity. Anthropologists once were the experts 
who introduced diversity to the students. The tables 
may have turned. Sometime during the 1990s the 
most common name in my 101 class shifted from 
Johnson to Kim. Today’s students already know a lot 
about diversity and cultural differences, often from 
their own backgrounds as well as from the media. 
For instructors, knowing one’s audience today 
means appreciating that, compared with us when 
we fi rst learned anthropology, the undergraduate 
student body is likely to be (1) more diverse; (2) more 
familiar with diversity; and (3) more comfortable 
with diversity. We’re very lucky to be able to build 
on such student experience.

APPRECIATING THE FIELD 
OF ANTHROPOLOGY
I want students to appreciate the fi eld of anthropol-
ogy and the various kinds of diversity it studies. 
How do anthropologists work? How does anthro-
pology contribute to our understanding of the world? 
To help students answer these questions, chapters 
now contain boxed sections titled “Appreciating 
Anthropology,” which focus on the value and use-
fulness of anthropological research and approaches.
 Anthropology is grounded in both the sciences 
and the humanities. As a science, anthropology 

kot16988_fm_i-xxxvi_1.indd Page xxii  1/25/10  4:10:06 PM user-f470kot16988_fm_i-xxxvi_1.indd Page xxii  1/25/10  4:10:06 PM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



xxiii

 relies on systematic observation, careful record-
keeping, and evidence-based analysis. Anthro-
pologists apply these tools of the scientifi c method to 
the study of human cultures. In the words of Clyde 
Kluckhohn (1944), “Anthropology provides a scien-
tifi c basis for dealing with the crucial dilemma of the 
world today: how can peoples of different appear-
ance, mutually unintelligible languages, and dissimi-
lar ways of life get along peaceably together?”
 Anthropology reveals its roots in the humanities 
through the comparative and cross-cultural perspec-

tive it brings to bear on the full range of human en-
deavors and creative expressions. In fact, I see 
anthropology as one of the most humanistic aca-
demic fi elds because of its fundamental appreciation 
of human diversity. Anthropologists routinely listen 
to, record, and attempt to represent voices and per-
spectives from a multitude of times, places, coun-
tries, cultures, and fi elds. Multiple and diverse 
perspectives provide a fuller appreciation of what it 
means to be human.

Preface

kot16988_fm_i-xxxvi_1.indd Page xxiii  1/11/10  12:48:07 PM user-f470kot16988_fm_i-xxxvi_1.indd Page xxiii  1/11/10  12:48:07 PM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



xxiv

Appreciating Cultural Diversity
“Appreciating 

Diversity” Boxes 

These boxes explore 

the rich diversity of 

cultures that 

anthropologists 

study. Hugging in 

U.S. high schools, 

women-only 

commuter trains in 

large cities in India, 

and Googling in local 

languages are just a 

few of the topics 

explored in these 

sections.

Diversity in marriage customs has been a 
prominent topic in anthropology since its ori-
gin. Many societies, including Turkey, that once 
allowed plural marriage have banned it. Po-
lygyny is the form of polygamy (plural mar-
riage) in which a man has more than one wife. 
Marriage usually is a domestic partnership, 
but under polygyny secondary wives may or 
may not reside near the fi rst wife. In this Turk-
ish case the fi ve wives have their own homes. 
Polygamy, although formally outlawed, has 
survived in Turkey since the Ottoman period, 
when having several wives was viewed as a 
symbol of power, wealth, and sexual prowess. 
Unlike the past, when the practice was custom-
ary (for men who could afford it) and not ille-
gal, polygamy can put contemporary women at 
risk. Because their marriages have no offi cial 
status, secondary wives who are abused or 
mistreated have no legal recourse. Like all in-
stitutions studied by anthropologists, customs 
involving plural marriage are changing in the 
contemporary world and in the context of nation-
states and globalization.

ISIKLAR, Turkey, July 6—With his 5 wives, 

55 children and 80 grandchildren, 400 sheep, 

1,200 acres of land and a small army of ser-

vants, Aga Mehmet Arslan would seem an un-

likely defender of monogamy.

 Though banned, polygamy is widespread in 

the Isiklar region. Yet if he were young again, 

said Mr. Arslan, a sprightly, potbellied, 64-year-

old Kurdish village chieftain, he would happily 

trade in his fi ve wives for one.

 “Marrying fi ve wives is not sinful, and I did 

so because to have many wives is a sign of 

power,” he said, perched on a divan in a large 

cushion-fi lled room at his house, where a por-

trait of Turkey’s fi rst president, Mustafa Kemal 

Ataturk, who outlawed polygamy in 1926, is 

prominently displayed.

 “But I wouldn’t do it again,” he added, list-

ing the challenges of having so many kin—like 

the need to build each wife a house away from 

the others to prevent friction and his struggle 

to remember all of his children’s names. “I was 

uneducated back then, and God commands us 

to be fruitful and multiply.”

 Though banned by Ataturk as part of an ef-

fort to modernize the Turkish republic and em-

power women, polygamy remains widespread 

in this deeply religious and rural Kurdish region 

of southeastern Anatolia, home to one-third of 

Turkey’s 71 million people. The practice is gen-

erally accepted under the Koran.

 Polygamy is creating cultural clashes in a 

country struggling to reconcile the secularism 

D I V E R S I T Y
Five Wives and 55 Children

appreciating

Many societies, including Turkey (as de-

scribed here), that once permitted plural 

marriage have outlawed it. The Turkish 

bride shown here—Kubra Gul, the 

daughter of Turkey’s president Abdullah 

Gul—will not have to share her bride-

groom, Mehmet Sarimermer. The photo 

shows the couple on their wedding day 

(October 14, 2007) in Istanbul.
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Chapter Openers 

Each chapter opens 

with a carefully-

chosen photograph 

representing the 

chapter content. 

These photos 

present a wide 

variety of cultural 

practices and 

backgrounds. Three 

thought-provoking 

questions orient 

students to key 

chapter themes and 

topics.
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Anthropology Atlas

Comprising 18 maps, this atlas presents a global view of topics and issues important to anthropologists and to 

the people they study, such as world forest loss, gender inequality, and the distribution of world religions. Cross 

references in the text tie the maps to relevant chapter discussions.
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“Understanding Ourselves” Introductions 

These new chapter introductions, which expand on a feature 

previously spread throughout the book, prompt students to relate 

anthropology to their own culture and their own lives. Students 

learn that anthropology provides insights into nearly every aspect 

of daily life, from what we eat for breakfast to how often baseball 

players spit, to cite just two examples.

Appreciating the Experiences Students 

“Through the Eyes of Others” Essays 

Written by students raised outside of the United States, these 

essays contrast aspects of life in contemporary American culture 

with similar aspects in the authors’ cultures of origin. The 

observations within these essays show students how cultural 

practices that seem familiar or natural are not seen as such by 

others.
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“Recap” Tables 

These tables systematically summarize major points of a section or 

chapter, giving students an easily accessible studying and learning 

tool.

“Acing the Course” Sections 

These end-of-chapter sections include summaries, key terms, and 

self-quizzes that encourage students to review and retain the chapter 

content. Self-grading quizzes on the book’s online learning center 

(www.mhhe.com/kottakca14e) provide further opportunities for 

practice and review.

 Bring to the Classroom
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How and how much should anthropology mat-
ter? For decades I’ve heard anthropologists com-
plain that government offi cials fail to appreciate, 
or simply are ignorant of, fi ndings of anthropol-
ogy that are relevant to making informed poli-
cies. The American Anthropological Association 
deems it of “paramount importance” that an-
thropologists study the roots of terrorism and 
violence. How should such studies be conducted? 
This account describes a Pentagon program, 
Project Minerva, initiated late 
in the (George W.) Bush 
administration, to enlist 
social science exper-
tise to combat secu-
rity threats.

 Project Minerva has raised concerns among 
anthropologists. Based on past experience, 
scholars worry that governments might use 
anthropological knowledge for goals and in 
ways that are ethically problematic. Govern-
ment policies and military operations have the 
potential to bring harm to the people anthro-
pologists study. Social scientists object espe-
cially to the notion that Pentagon offi cials 
should determine which projects are worthy of 
funding. Rather, anthropologists favor a (peer 
review) system in which panels of their profe-

ssional peers (other social scientists) judge the 
value and propriety of proposed research, in-
cluding research that might help identify and 
deter threats to national security.
 Can you appreciate anthropology’s potential 
value for national security? Read the Code of 
Ethics of the American Anthropological Associa-
tion at www.aaanet.org/committees/ethics/
ethcode.htm. In the context of that code, can you 
also appreciate anthropologists’ reluctance to en-
dorse Project Minerva and its procedures?

Eager to embrace eggheads and ideas, the 

Pentagon has started an ambitious and un-

usual program to recruit social scientists 

and direct the nation’s brainpower to com-

bating security threats like the Chinese 

 military, Iraq, terrorism and religious funda-

mentalism.

Defense Secretary 

Robert M. Gates has 

 compared the initiative—

named Minerva, after 

the Roman goddess 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Should Anthropologists Study Terrorism?
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“Appreciating 

Anthropology” Boxes

These accounts explore ways in 

which anthropologists are 

actively engaged with some of 

our most urgent 21st century 

concerns. From studying the 

culture of terrorist subcultures 

to helping to preserve the 

architecture and archaeology of 

New Orleans after Hurricane 

Katrina, these boxes 

demonstrate that topics raised 

in every chapter can be found in 

today’s headlines.

Appreciating the Field of Anthropology

“Living Anthropology” 

Video Icons

These icons reference a set of 

videos that show anthropologists 

at work and that can be viewed 

on the open-access online 

learning center (www.mhhe.

com/kottakca14e). Students hear 

anthropologists describe the 

research they are doing and are 

given a glimpse of the many 

sites and peoples that 

anthropologists study.
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Additional Readings

These suggestions for further reading guide students 

toward more detailed and focused explorations of the 

key topics introduced in the book.
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CHAPTER 1
• New content on the cultural practice of 

friendly hugging among high school stu-
dents in America

• New material on Dr. Stanley Ann Dunham 
Soetoro’s work and philosophy, and her 
infl uence on her son, Barack Obama

CHAPTER 2
• Updated coverage of the role of indi-

vidualism in American culture

CHAPTER 3
• Revised coverage of cultural anthropolo-

gists in a global community

• New material on Clyde Kluckhorn’s 
views on the public service role of 
anthropology

• New content on anthropologists study-
ing terrorism

CHAPTER 4
• Revised discussion of culturally-

appropriate innovation

CHAPTER 5
• Revised coverage on the relationships 

between language and culture

• New material on the demand for Web 
content in local languages

CHAPTER 6
• Updated coverage of ethnicity as a shift-

ing, culturally-determined identity

• New content on the confusion between 
race and ethnicity in the popular dis-
course, including a discussion of the 
Sotomayer confi rmation hearings and 
controversy

• Expanded content on genotype and 
phenotype in Brazil

CHAPTER 7
• Updated content on the confl ict be-

tween work and family in American 
culture

• New content on the impacts of defores-
tation and climate change on native 
cultures

CHAPTER 8
• Expanded content on the various 

levels of political control (local/tribal 
vs. state/national) that many peoples 
live under

• Expanded discussion of diwaniyas of 
Kuwait

CHAPTER 9
• Updated discussion of gender equality 

in America today

• Expanded discussion of gender roles 
and the division of labor

• New content on women-only commuter 
trains in major Indian cities

• Expanded discussion of gender 
alternatives

CHAPTER 10
• Expanded discussion of the defi nition 

of family in the contemporary United 
States

CHAPTER 11
• Updated information on gay-marriage 

laws in the U.S.

• Expanded discussion on dowries

CHAPTER 12
• Expanded content on baseball players 

and magical thinking

• New material on the celebration of 
Claude Lévi Strauss’s 100th birthday, 
and an assessment of his life’s work

CHAPTER 13
• Expanded discussion of the splintering 

of U.S. mass media and U.S. culture

• Revised coverage of the departmental-
ization of art in western culture

• Updated discussion of class in American 
and Brazilian mass media

CHAPTER 14
• Updated discussion of the globalization 

of culture and commerce

CHAPTER 15
• Expanded coverage of the earth as a 

global unit, rather than a compilation of 
national units

Highlights of the 14th Edition
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For the Student
The Student Online Learning 
Center website (www
.mhhe.com/kottakca14e) is a 
free Web-based student supple-
ment featuring video clips, self-
quizzes, interactive exercises 
and activities, anthropology Web 
links, and other useful tools. 
Designed specifi cally to comple-
ment the individual chapters of 
the 14th edition text, the Kottak 
Online Learning Center website 
gives students access to mate-
rial such as the following:

• Video Library

• Appendix: “Ethics and 
Anthropology”

• Appendix: “American Popular 
Culture”

• An electronic version of the 
in-text Anthropology Atlas

• Student Self-Quizzes

• Virtual Exploration Activities

• Interactive Exercises

• Chapter Outlines and 
Objectives

• Vocabulary Flash Cards

• FAQs

With the CourseSmart eTextbook version of this title, students 
can save up to 50 percent off the cost of a print book, reduce 
their impact on the environment, and access powerful Web tools 
for learning. Faculty can also review and compare the full text 
online without having to wait for a print desk copy. CourseSmart 
is an online eTextbook, which means users need to be connected 
to the Internet in order to access it. Students can also print sec-
tions of the book for maximum portability.

Support for Students and Instructors
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For the Instructor
The Instructor Online 
Learning Center website 
(www.mhhe.com/
kottakca14e) is a password-
protected, instructor-only site, 
which includes the following 
materials:

• Instructor’s Manual

• PowerPoint Lecture Slides

• Computerized Test Bank

• Question Bank for the 
Classroom Performance 
System (CPS)

• Image Bank

• Links to Professional 
Resources

• Faces of Culture Video 
Correlation Guide
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Street scene with soccer in 

Istanbul, Turkey. Culture, 

including sports, helps shape 

our bodies, personalities, and 

personal health. 

What distinguishes 

anthropology from 

other fi elds that 

study human 

beings?

How do 

anthropologists 

study human 

diversity in time 

and space?

Why is anthropology 

both scientifi c and 

humanistic?
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HUMAN DIVERSITY

Adaptation, Variation, 
and Change

GENERAL 
ANTHROPOLOGY

Cultural Forces Shape 
Human Biology

THE SUBDISCIPLINES 
OF ANTHROPOLOGY

Cultural Anthropology

Archaeological 
Anthropology

Biological, or Physical, 
Anthropology

Linguistic Anthropology

ANTHROPOLOGY AND 
OTHER ACADEMIC 
FIELDS

Cultural Anthropology 
and Sociology

Anthropology and 
Psychology

APPLIED 
ANTHROPOLOGY

THE SCIENTIFIC 
METHOD

Theories, Associations, 
and Explanations

When Multiple Variables 
Predict

that affects our development as much as do 

nutrition, heat, cold, and altitude. Culture also 

guides our emotional and cognitive growth 

and helps determine the kinds of personalities 

we have as adults.

 Among scholarly disciplines, anthropology 

stands out as the fi eld that provides the cross-

cultural test. How much would we know about 

human behavior, thought, and feeling if we stud-

ied only our own kind? What if our entire under-

standing of human behavior were based on 

analysis of questionnaires fi lled out by college 

students in Oregon? That is a radical question, 

but one that should make you think about the 

basis for statements about what humans are 

like, individually or as a group. A primary reason 

why anthropology can uncover so much about 

what it means to be human is that the discipline 

is based on the cross-cultural perspective. One 

culture can’t tell us everything we need to know 

about what it means to be human. Often culture 

is “invisible” (assumed to be normal, or just the 

way things are) until it is placed in comparison to 

another culture. For example, to appreciate how 

watching television affects us, as human beings, 

we need to study not just North America today 

but some other place—and perhaps also some 

other time (such as Brazil in the 1980s; see 

 Kottak 1990b). The cross-cultural test is funda-

mental to the anthropological approach, which 

orients this textbook.

W hen you grew up, which sport 

did you appreciate the most—

soccer, swimming, football, 

baseball, tennis, golf, or some 

other sport (or perhaps none at all)? Is this be-

cause of “who you are” or because of the op-

portunities you had as a child to practice and 

participate in this particular activity? Think 

about the phrases and sentences you would 

use to describe yourself in a personal ad or on 

a networking site—your likes and dislikes, 

hobbies, and habits. How many of these de-

scriptors would be the same if you had been 

born in a different place or time?

 When you were young, your parents might 

have told you that drinking milk and eating 

vegetables would help you grow up “big and 

strong.” They probably didn’t as readily recog-

nize the role that culture plays in shaping 

 bodies, personalities, and personal health. If 

nutrition matters in growth, so, too, do cultural 

guidelines. What is proper behavior for boys 

and girls? What kinds of work should men and 

women do? Where should people live? What 

are proper uses of their leisure time? What 

role should religion play? How should people 

relate to their family, friends, and neighbors? 

Although our genetic attributes provide a 

 foundation for our growth and development, 

human biology is fairly plastic—that is, it is 

malleable. Culture is an environmental force 

HUMAN DIVERSITY
Anthropologists study human beings wher-
ever and whenever they fi nd them—in ru-
ral Kenya, a Turkish café, a Mesopotamian 
tomb, or a North American shopping mall. 
Anthropology is the exploration of human 
diversity in time and space. Anthropology 

studies the whole of the human condition: 
past, present, and future; biology, society, 
language, and culture. Of particular interest 
is the diversity that comes through human 
adaptability.
 Humans are among the world’s most 
adaptable animals. In the Andes of South 
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Chapter 1  What Is Anthropology? 5

anthropology
The study of the human 
species and its immedi-
ate ancestors.

holistic
Encompassing past, 
present, and future; biol-
ogy, society, language, 
and culture.

America, people wake up in villages 16,000 feet 
above sea level and then trek 1,500 feet higher to 
work in tin mines. Tribes in the Australian desert 
worship animals and discuss philosophy. People 
survive malaria in the tropics. Men have walked 
on the moon. The model of the USS Enterprise in 
Washington’s Smithsonian Institution symbolizes 
the desire to “seek out new life and civilizations, 
to boldly go where no one has gone before.” 
Wishes to know the unknown, control the uncon-
trollable, and create order out of chaos fi nd 
 expression among all peoples. Creativity, adapt-
ability, and fl exibility are basic human attributes, 
and human diversity is the subject matter of 
 anthropology.
 Students often are surprised by the breadth of 
anthropology, which is the study of the human 
species and its immediate ancestors. Anthropol-
ogy is a uniquely comparative and holistic sci-
ence. Holism refers to the study of the whole of 
the human condition: past, present, and future; 
biology, society, language, and culture. Most peo-
ple think that anthropologists study fossils and 
nonindustrial, non-Western cultures, and many 
of them do. But anthropology is much more than 
the study of nonindustrial peoples: It is a com-
parative fi eld that examines all societies, ancient 
and modern, simple and complex. The other so-
cial sciences tend to focus on a single society, 
usually an industrial nation like the United 
States or Canada. Anthropology, however, offers 
a unique cross-cultural perspective by constantly 
comparing the customs of one society with those 
of others.
 People share society—organized life in 
groups—with other animals, including baboons, 
wolves, and even ants. Culture, however, is more 
distinctly human. Cultures are traditions and 
customs, transmitted through learning, that form 
and guide the beliefs and behavior of the people 
exposed to them. Children learn such a tradition 
by growing up in a particular society, through a 
process called enculturation. Cultural traditions 
include customs and opinions, developed over 
the generations, about proper and improper be-
havior. These traditions answer such questions 
as: How should we do things? How do we make 
sense of the world? How do we tell right from 
wrong? What is right, and what is wrong? A cul-
ture produces a degree of consistency in behavior 
and thought among the people who live in a par-
ticular society. (This chapter’s “Appreciating 
 Diversity” box on pp. 6–7 discusses how attitudes 
about displays of affection, which are transmitted 
culturally, can also change.)
 The most critical element of cultural traditions 
is their transmission through learning rather than 
through biological inheritance. Culture is not 
 itself biological, but it rests on certain features of 
human biology. For more than a million years, 
humans have had at least some of the biological 

capacities on which culture depends. These abili-
ties are to learn, to think symbolically, to use 
 language, and to employ tools and other products 
in organizing their lives and adapting to their 
 environments.
 Anthropology confronts and ponders major 
questions of human existence as it explores 
 human biological and cultural diversity in time 
and space. By examining ancient bones and tools, 
we unravel the mysteries of human origins. 
When did our ancestors separate from those 
 remote great-aunts and great-uncles whose 
 descendants are the apes? Where and when did 
Homo sapiens originate? How has our species 
changed? What are we now, and where are we 
going? How have changes in culture and society 
infl uenced biological change? Our genus, Homo, 
has been changing for more than one million 
years. Humans continue to adapt and change 
both biologically and culturally.

Adaptation, Variation, 
and Change
Adaptation refers to the processes by which or-
ganisms cope with environmental forces and 
stresses, such as those posed by climate and topog-
raphy or terrains, also called landforms. How do 
organisms change to fi t their environments, such 
as dry climates or high mountain altitudes? Like 
other animals, humans use biological means of 
adaptation. But humans are unique in also having 
cultural means of adaptation. Recap 1.1 summa-
rizes the cultural and biological means that hu-
mans use to adapt to high altitudes.
 Mountainous terrains pose particular chal-
lenges, those associated with high altitude and 
oxygen deprivation. Consider four ways (one 
cultural and three biological) in which humans 
may cope with low oxygen pressure at high alti-
tudes. Illustrating cultural (technological) adap-
tation would be a pressurized airplane cabin 
equipped with oxygen masks. There are three 
ways of adapting biologically to high altitudes: 
genetic adaptation, long-term physiological 
 adaptation, and short-term physiological adap-
tation. First, native populations of high-altitude 
areas, such as the Andes of Peru and the Himala-
yas of Tibet and Nepal, seem to have acquired 
certain genetic advantages for life at very high 
altitudes. The Andean tendency to develop a vo-
luminous chest and lungs probably has a genetic 
basis. Second, regardless of their genes, people 
who grow up at a high altitude become physio-
logically more effi cient there than genetically 
similar people who have grown up at sea level 
would be. This illustrates long-term physiologi-
cal adaptation during the body’s growth and de-
velopment. Third, humans also have the capacity 
for short-term or immediate physiological adap-
tation. Thus, when lowlanders arrive in the 

culture
Traditions and customs 
transmitted through 
learning.
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6 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

 As human history has unfolded, the social 
and cultural means of adaptation have become 
increasingly important. In this process, humans 
have devised diverse ways of coping with the 
range of environments they have occupied in 
time and space. The rate of cultural adaptation 
and change has accelerated, particularly during 
the past 10,000 years. For millions of years, 
hunting and gathering of nature’s bounty—
foraging—was the sole basis of human subsis-
tence. However, it took only a few thousand 
years for food production (the cultivation of 
plants and domestication of animals), which 

 highlands, they immediately increase their 
breathing and heart rates. Hyperventilation in-
creases the oxygen in their lungs and arteries. As 
the pulse also increases, blood reaches their tis-
sues more rapidly. All these varied adaptive 
 responses—cultural and biological—achieve a 
single goal: maintaining an adequate supply of 
oxygen to the body. Note that some athletes now 
are adopting techniques learned from indigenous 
societies and from scientifi c experiments to in-
crease their own short-term physiological adap-
tation for sports success (specifi cally, using 
low-oxygen tents to simulate high altitudes).

food production
An economy based on 
plant cultivation and/or 
animal domestication.

In Winter 2008 I created and taught a course 
called “Experiencing Culture” to American 
 college students in Italy. Students wrote bi-
weekly journals refl ecting on the cultural dif-
ferences they observed between Europeans 
and Americans. One thing that really struck 
them was the greater frequency and inten-
sity of PDAs—public displays of affection be-
tween romantic couples in Italy, compared 
with the U.S.

 The world’s nations and cultures have strik-
ingly different notions about displays of affection 
and personal space. Cocktail parties in  international 
meeting places such as the United Nations can re-
semble an elaborate insect mating ritual as diplo-
mats from different countries advance, withdraw, 
and sidestep. When Americans talk, walk, and 
dance, they maintain a certain distance from oth-
ers. Italians or Brazilians, who need less personal 
space, may interpret such “standoffi shness” as a 

sign of coldness. In conversational pairs, the Italian 
or Brazilian typically moves in, while the American 
“instinctively” retreats from a “close talker.”
 Such bodily movements illustrate not instinct, 
but culture—behavior programmed by years of 
exposure to a particular cultural tradition. Cul-
ture, however, is not static, as is suggested by 
this recent account of hugging behavior in Amer-
ican schools. Appreciate as well that any nation 
usually contains diverse and even confl icting cul-
tural values. One example is generational diver-
sity, which the famed anthropologist Margaret 
Mead, one of my teachers, referred to as “the gen-
eration gap.” Americans (in this case parents and 
school offi cials versus teenagers) exhibit genera-
tional differences involving the propriety of PDAs 
and concerns about sexual harassment.

There is so much hugging at Pascack Hills High 

School in Montvale, N.J., that students have 

broken down the hugs by type:

 There is the basic friend hug, probably the 

most popular, and the bear hug, of course.

 But now there is also the bear claw, when a 

boy embraces a girl awkwardly with his elbows 

poking out.

 There is the hug that starts with a high-fi ve, 

then moves into a fi st bump, followed by a slap 

on the back and an embrace.

 There’s the shake and lean; the hug from 

behind; and, the newest addition, the triple— 

any combination of three girls and boys hug-

ging at once.

 “We’re not afraid, we just get in and hug,” 

said Danny Schneider, a junior at the school, 

where hallway hugging began shortly after 7 A.M. 

on a recent morning as students arrived. “The 

appreciating 
D I V E R S I T Y

“Give Me a Hug” 

Students at Pascack Hills High School in Montvale, New Jersey, hug in the hallway before 

the start of the school day. Does this behavior seem strange to you?
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Chapter 1  What Is Anthropology? 7

 directly or indirectly, in the modern world sys-
tem. People must cope with forces generated by 
progressively larger systems—region, nation, 
and world. The study of such contemporary 
 adaptations generates new challenges for an-
thropology: “The cultures of world peoples need 
to be constantly rediscovered as these people re-
invent them in changing historical circum-
stances” (Marcus and Fischer 1986, p. 24). 
(The “Appreciating Diversity” box above dis-
cusses how American teens have reinvented 
standards involving bodily contact among gen-
erational peers.)

originated some 12,000–10,000 years ago, to re-
place foraging in most areas. Between 6000 and 
5000 b.p. (before the present), the fi rst civilizations 
arose. These were large, powerful, and complex 
societies, such as ancient Egypt, that conquered 
and governed large geographic areas.
 Much more recently, the spread of industrial 
production has profoundly affected human life. 
Throughout human history, major innovations 
have spread at the expense of earlier ones. Each 
economic revolution has had social and cultural 
repercussions. Today’s global economy and 
 communications link all contemporary people, 

guy friends, we don’t care. You just get right in 

there and jump in.”

 There are romantic hugs, too, but that is not 

what these teenagers are talking about.

 Girls embracing girls, girls embracing boys, 

boys embracing each other—the hug has be-

come the favorite social greeting when teen-

agers meet or part these days. . . .

 A measure of how rapidly the ritual is 

spreading is that some students complain of 

peer pressure to hug to fi t in. And schools from 

Hillsdale, N.J., to Bend, Ore., wary in a litigious 

era about sexual harassment or improper 

touching—or citing hallway clogging and late 

arrivals to class—have banned hugging or im-

posed a three-second rule.

 Parents, who grew up in a generation more 

likely to use the handshake, the low-fi ve or the 

high-fi ve, are often baffl ed by the close physi-

cal contact. “It’s a wordless custom, from what 

I’ve observed,” wrote Beth J. Harpaz, the 

mother of two boys, 11 and 16, and a parenting 

columnist for The Associated Press, in a new 

book, “13 Is the New 18.” . . .

 “Witnessing this interaction always makes 

me feel like I am a tourist in a country where I 

do not know the customs and cannot speak 

the language.” For teenagers, though, hugging 

is hip. And not hugging?

 “If somebody were to not hug someone, to 

never hug anybody, people might be just a little 

wary of them and think they are weird or pecu-

liar,” said Gabrielle Brown, a freshman at Fiorello 

H. LaGuardia High School in  Manhattan.

 Comforting as the hug may be, principals 

across the country have clamped down.

 “Touching and physical contact is very dan-

gerous territory,” said Noreen Hajinlian, the 

principal of George G. White School, a junior 

high school in Hillsdale, N.J., who banned hug-

ging two years ago. . . .

 Schools that have limited hugging invoked 

longstanding rules against public displays of 

affection, meant to maintain an atmosphere of 

academic seriousness and prevent unwanted 

touching, or even groping.

 But pro-hugging students say it is not a ro-

mantic or sexual gesture, simply the “hello” of 

their generation. . . .

 Amy L. Best, a sociologist at George Mason 

University, said the teenage embrace is more a 

refl ection of the overall evolution of the American 

greeting, which has become less formal since the 

1970s. “Without question, the boundaries of 

touch have changed in American culture,” she 

said. “We display bodies more readily, there are 

fewer rules governing body touch and a lot more 

permissible access to other people’s  bodies.”

 Hugging appears to be a grassroots phe-

nomenon and not an imitation of a character or 

custom on TV or in movies. The prevalence of 

boys’ nonromantic hugging (especially of other 

boys) is most striking to adults. Experts say that 

over the last generation, boys have become 

more comfortable expressing  emotion, as 

 embodied by the MTV show “Bromance,” which 

is now a widely used term for affection be-

tween straight male friends. . . .

 African American boys and men have been 

hugging as part of their greeting for decades, 

using the word “dap” to describe a ritual involv-

ing handshakes, slaps on the shoulders and, 

more recently, a hug, also sometimes called 

the gangsta hug among urban youth. . . .

 Some parents fi nd it paradoxical that a gen-

eration so steeped in hands-off virtual commu-

nication would be so eager to hug.

 “Maybe it’s because all these kids do is text 

and go on Facebook so they don’t even have 

human contact anymore,” said Dona Eichner, 

the mother of freshman and junior girls at the 

high school in Montvale. . . .

 Carrie Osbourne, a sixth-grade teacher at 

Claire Lilienthal Alternative School, said hug-

ging was a powerful and positive sign that chil-

dren are inclined to nurture one another, 

breaking down barriers. “And it gets to that 

core that every person wants to feel cared for, 

regardless of your age or how cool you are or 

how cool you think you are,” she said.

 As much as hugging is a physical gesture, it 

has migrated online as well. Facebook applica-

tions allowing friends to send hugs have tens 

of thousands of fans.

 SOURCE: Sarah Kershaw, “For Teenagers, Hello Means 

‘How About a Hug?’” From The New York Times, 

May 28, 2009. © The New York Times. All rights 

reserved. Used by permission and protected by the 

Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Mate-

rial without express written permission is prohibited. 

www.nytimes.com
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8 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

GENERAL ANTHROPOLOGY
The academic discipline of anthropology, also 
known as general anthropology or “four-fi eld” 
anthropology, includes four main subdisciplines or 
subfi elds. They are sociocultural,  archaeological, 
biological, and linguistic anthropology. (From 
here on, the shorter term cultural anthropology
will be used as a synonym for “sociocultural 
 anthropology.”) Of the subfi elds, cultural anthro-
pology has the largest membership. Most depart-

ments of anthropology teach courses in all 
four subfi elds.

There are historical reasons for the in-
clusion of four subfi elds in a single 
discipline. The origin of anthro-
pology as a scientifi c fi eld, 
and of American anthro-
pology in particular, can 
be traced back to the 19th 

century. Early American 
anthropologists were con-

cerned especially with the 
history and cultures of the na-

tive peoples of North America. 
 Interest in the origins and diver-
sity of Native Americans brought 
 together studies of customs,  social 
life, language, and physical traits. 
Anthropologists still are ponder-
ing such questions as: Where did 
Native Americans come from? 
How many waves of migration 
brought them to the New World? 
What are the linguistic, cultural, 
and biological links among Na-
tive Americans and between 
them and Asia? Another reason 
for anthropology’s inclusion of 
four subfi elds was an interest in 
the relation between biology 
(e.g., “race”) and culture. More 

general 
anthropology
Anthropology as a 
whole: cultural, archaeo-
logical, biological, and 
linguistic anthropology.

than 60 years ago, the anthropologist Ruth 
 Benedict realized that “In World history, those 
who have helped to build the same culture are 
not necessarily of one race, and those of the 
same race have not all participated in one cul-
ture. In scientifi c language, culture is not a func-
tion of race” (Benedict 1940, Ch. 2). (Note that a 
unifi ed four-fi eld anthropology did not develop 
in Europe, where the subdisciplines tend to  exist 
separately.)

There are also logical reasons for the unity of 
American anthropology. Each subfi eld considers 
variation in time and space (that is, in different 

geographic areas). Cultural and archaeologi-
cal anthropologists study (among many 

other topics) changes in social life and 
customs. Archaeologists have used 

studies of living societies and be-
havior patterns to imagine what 
life might have been like in the 
past. Biological anthropologists 
examine evolutionary changes in 
physical form, for example, ana-
tomical changes that might have 
been associated with the  origin of 
tool use or language. Linguistic 

anthropologists may reconstruct 
the basics of ancient languages by 

studying modern ones.
The subdisciplines infl uence 

each other as anthropologists 
talk to each other, read books 
and journals, and associate in 
professional  organizations. Gen-
eral anthropology explores the 
 basics of human biology, society, 
and culture and considers their 
interrelations. Anthropologists 
share certain key assumptions. 
Perhaps the most fundamental is 
the idea that sound conclusions 

 RECAP 1.1 Forms of Cultural and Biological Adaptation (to High Altitude)

FORM OF ADAPTATION TYPE OF ADAPTATION EXAMPLE

Technology Cultural Pressurized airplane cabin 
  with oxygen masks

Genetic adaptation  Biological Larger “barrel chests” of
(occurs over generations)  native highlanders

Long-term physiological adaptation  Biological More effi cient respiratory system,
(occurs during growth and development  to extract oxygen from “thin air”
of the individual organism)  

Short-term physiological adaptation  Biological Increased heart rate,
(occurs spontaneously when the individual  hyperventilation
organism enters a new environment)  

See Maps 8 and 9. 
Map 8 shows the 
origin and spread of 
agriculture (food 
production). Map 9 
shows ancient 
civilizations.

anthropology ATLAS

Early American  anthropology was 

especially concerned with the 

 history and cultures of  Native 

North Americans. Ely S. Parker, 

or Ha-sa-noan-da, was a Seneca 

Indian who made important con-

tributions to early anthropology. 

Parker also served as Commis-

sioner of Indian Affairs for the 

United States.

thro-
d, 
-

cal a
oth

c
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THE SUBDISCIPLINES 
OF ANTHROPOLOGY
Cultural Anthropology
Cultural anthropology is the study of human so-
ciety and culture, the subfi eld that describes, ana-
lyzes, interprets, and explains social and cultural 
similarities and differences. To study and inter-
pret cultural diversity, cultural anthropologists 
engage in two kinds of activity: ethnography 
(based on fi eld work) and ethnology (based on 
cross-cultural comparison). Ethnography pro-
vides an account of a particular community, soci-
ety, or culture. During ethnographic fi eld work, 
the ethnographer gathers data that he or she orga-
nizes, describes, analyzes, and interprets to build 
and present that account, which may be in the 
form of a book, article, or fi lm. Traditionally, eth-
nographers have lived in small communities and 
studied local behavior, beliefs, customs, social 
life, economic activities, politics, and religion. 

about “human nature” cannot be derived from 
studying a single nation, society, or cultural tra-
dition. A comparative, cross-cultural approach 
is essential.

Cultural Forces Shape 
Human Biology
For example, anthropology’s comparative, biocul-
tural perspective recognizes that cultural forces 
constantly mold human biology. (Biocultural 
 refers to the inclusion and combination of both 
biological and cultural perspectives and ap-
proaches to comment on or solve a particular is-
sue or problem.) Culture is a key environmental 
force in determining how human bodies grow 
and develop. Cultural traditions promote certain 
activities and abilities, discourage others, and set 
standards of physical well-being and attractive-
ness. Physical activities, including sports, which 
are infl uenced by culture, help build the body. For 
example, North American girls are encouraged to 
pursue, and therefore do well in, competition in-
volving fi gure skating, gymnastics, track and 
fi eld, swimming, diving, and many other sports. 
Brazilian girls, although excelling in the team 
sports of basketball and volleyball, haven’t fared 
nearly as well in individual sports as have their 
American and Canadian counterparts. Why are 
people encouraged to excel as athletes in some 
nations but not others? Why do people in some 
countries invest so much time and effort in com-
petitive sports that their bodies change signifi -
cantly as a result?
 Cultural standards of attractiveness and pro-
priety infl uence participation and achievement 
in sports. Americans run or swim not just to 
compete but to keep trim and fi t. Brazil’s beauty 
standards accept more fat, especially in female 
buttocks and hips. Brazilian men have had some 
international success in swimming and running, 
but Brazil rarely sends female swimmers or 
runners to the Olympics. One reason Brazilian 
women avoid competitive swimming in partic-
ular may be that sport’s effects on the body. 
Years of swimming sculpt a distinctive physique: 
an enlarged upper torso, a massive neck, and 
powerful shoulders and back. Successful female 
swimmers tend to be big, strong, and bulky. The 
countries that produce them most consistently are 
the United States, Canada, Australia, Germany, 
the Scandinavian nations, the Netherlands, and 
the former Soviet Union, where this body type 
isn’t as stigmatized as it is in Latin countries. 
Swimmers develop hard bodies, but Brazilian 
culture says that women should be soft, with big 
hips and buttocks, not big shoulders. Many 
young female swimmers in Brazil choose to 
abandon the sport rather than the “feminine” 
body ideal.

biocultural
Combining biological 
and cultural approaches 
to a given problem.

Carly Piper, Natalie Coughlin, and Dana Vollmer, 

 members of the U.S. swimming relay team, from left to 

right, celebrate after taking the gold medal and setting 

a new world record in the women’s 4 3 2000-meter 

freestyle relay at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens, 

Greece. Years of swimming sculpt a distinctive 

 physique: an enlarged upper torso, a massive neck, 

and powerful shoulders and back.

cultural 
anthropology
The comparative, cross-
cultural, study of human 
society and culture.

ethnography
Fieldwork in a particular 
cultural setting.
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10 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

subfi elds, particularly from archaeology, which 
reconstructs social systems of the past. (Recap 1.2 
summarizes the main contrasts between ethnog-
raphy and ethnology.)

Archaeological Anthropology
Archaeological anthropology (more simply, 
 “archaeology”) reconstructs, describes, and inter-
prets human behavior and cultural patterns 
through material remains. At sites where people 
live or have lived, archaeologists fi nd artifacts, 
material items that humans have made, used, or 
modifi ed, such as tools, weapons, camp sites, 
buildings, and garbage. Plant and animal remains 
and ancient garbage tell stories about consump-
tion and activities. Wild and domesticated grains 
have different characteristics, which allow archae-
ologists to distinguish between gathering and 
cultivation. Examination of animal bones reveals 
the ages of slaughtered animals and provides 
other information useful in determining whether 
species were wild or domesticated.
 Analyzing such data, archaeologists answer 
several questions about ancient economies. Did 
the group get its meat from hunting, or did it do-
mesticate and breed animals, killing only those of 
a certain age and sex? Did plant food come from 
wild plants or from sowing, tending, and harvest-
ing crops? Did the residents make, trade for, or 
buy particular items? Were raw materials avail-
able locally? If not, where did they come from? 
From such information, archaeologists reconstruct 
patterns of production, trade, and consumption.

What kind of experience is ethnography for the 
ethnographer? The box offers some clues.
 The anthropological perspective derived from 
ethnographic fi eld work often differs radically 
from that of economics or political science. Those 
fi elds focus on national and offi cial organizations 
and policies and often on elites. However, the 
groups that anthropologists have traditionally 
studied usually have been relatively poor and 
powerless, as are most people in the world today. 
Ethnographers often observe discriminatory prac-
tices directed toward such people, who experi-
ence food shortages, dietary defi ciencies, and 
other aspects of poverty. Political scientists tend 
to study programs that national planners develop, 
while anthropologists discover how these pro-
grams work on the local level.
 Cultures are not isolated. As noted by Franz 
Boas (1940/1966) many years ago, contact be-
tween neighboring tribes has always existed and 
has extended over enormous areas. “Human 
populations construct their cultures in interac-
tion with one another, and not in isolation” (Wolf 
1982, p. ix). Villagers increasingly participate in 
regional, national, and world events. Exposure 
to external forces comes through the mass me-
dia, migration, and modern transportation. City 
and nation increasingly invade local communi-
ties with the arrival of tourists, development 
agents, government and religious offi cials, and 
political candidates. Such linkages are promi-
nent components of regional, national, and inter-
national systems of politics, economics, and 
information. These larger systems increasingly 
affect the people and places anthropology tradi-
tionally has studied. The study of such linkages 
and systems is part of the subject matter of mod-
ern anthropology.
 Ethnology examines, interprets, analyzes, and 
compares the results of ethnography—the data 
gathered in different societies. It uses such data to 
compare and contrast and to make generaliza-
tions about society and culture. Looking beyond 
the particular to the more general, ethnologists 
attempt to identify and explain cultural differ-
ences and similarities, to test hypotheses, and to 
build theory to enhance our understanding of 
how social and cultural systems work. (See the 
section “The Scientifi c Method” at the end of this 
chapter.) Ethnology gets its data for comparison 
not just from ethnography but also from the other 

ethnology
The study of socio-
cultural differences 
and similarities.

archaeological 
anthropology
The study of human 
 behavior through 
material remains.

living anthropology VIDEOS

“New” Knowledge among the Batak,                        
www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip shows Batak women, men, and children at 
work, making a living. It describes how they grow 
rice in an environmentally friendly way, unlike the 
destructive farming techniques of the lowlanders who 
have invaded their homeland. How have the Batak 
and conservation agencies worked together to reduce 
deforestation? Based on the clip, name several ways in 
which the Batak are infl uenced by forces beyond their 
homeland.

 RECAP 1.2 Ethnography and Ethnology—Two Dimensions of Cultural Anthropology

ETHNOGRAPHY ETHNOLOGY

Requires fi eld work to collect data Uses data collected by a series of researchers

Often descriptive Usually synthetic

Group/community specifi c Comparative/cross-cultural
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ries earlier. The number of settlement levels (city, 
town, village, hamlet) in a society is a measure of 
social complexity. Buildings offer clues about po-
litical and religious features. Temples and pyra-
mids suggest that an ancient society had an 
authority structure capable of marshaling the la-
bor needed to build such monuments. The pres-
ence or absence of certain structures, like the 
pyramids of ancient Egypt and Mexico, reveals 
differences in function between settlements. For 
example, some towns were places where people 
came to attend ceremonies. Others were burial 
sites; still others were farming communities.
 Archaeologists also reconstruct behavior pat-
terns and lifestyles of the past by excavating. This 
involves digging through a succession of levels at 
a particular site. In a given area, through time, 
settlements may change in form and purpose, as 
may the connections between settlements. Exca-
vation can document changes in economic, social, 
and political activities.
 Although archaeologists are best known for 
studying prehistory, that is, the period before 
the invention of writing, they also study the cul-
tures of historical and even living peoples. 
Studying sunken ships off the Florida coast, un-
derwater  archaeologists have been able to verify 

the living conditions on the vessels 
that brought ancestral African 

Americans to the New World 

 Archaeologists have spent much time study-
ing potsherds, fragments of earthenware. Pot-
sherds are more durable than many other artifacts, 
such as textiles and wood. The quantity of pottery 
fragments allows estimates of population size 
and density. The discovery that potters used ma-
terials that were not locally available suggests 
systems of trade. Similarities in manufacture and 
decoration at different sites may be proof of cul-
tural connections. Groups with similar pots may 
be historically related. Perhaps they shared com-
mon cultural ancestors, traded with each other, or 
belonged to the same political system.
 Many archaeologists examine paleoecology. 
Ecology is the study of interrelations among living 
things in an environment. The organisms and 
 environment together constitute an ecosystem, 
a patterned arrangement of energy fl ows and 
 exchanges. Human ecology studies ecosystems 
that include people, focusing on the ways in 
which human use “of nature infl uences and is 
 infl uenced by social organization and cultural 
values” (Bennett 1969, pp. 10–11). Paleoecology 
looks at the ecosystems of the past.
 In addition to reconstructing ecological pat-
terns, archaeologists may infer cultural transfor-
mations, for example, by observing changes in 
the size and type of sites and the distance between 
them. A city develops in a region where only 
towns, villages, and hamlets existed a few centu-

Archaeology in the 

coastal deserts 

around Nazca and 

Ica, Peru.
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tion about the habits, customs, and lifestyles of 
the ancestral humans who used them.
 More than a century ago, Charles Darwin no-
ticed that the variety that exists within any popu-
lation permits some individuals (those with the 
favored characteristics) to do better than others at 
surviving and reproducing. Genetics, which de-
veloped later, enlightens us about the causes and 
transmission of this variety. However, it isn’t just 
genes that cause variety. During any individual’s 
lifetime, the environment works along with hered-
ity to determine biological features. For example, 
people with a genetic tendency to be tall will be 
shorter if they are poorly nourished during child-
hood. Thus, biological anthropology also investi-
gates the infl uence of environment on the body as 
it grows and matures. Among the environmental 
factors that infl uence the body as it develops are 
nutrition, altitude, temperature, and disease, as 
well as cultural factors, such as the standards of 
attractiveness we considered previously.
 Biological anthropology (along with zoology) 
also includes primatology. The primates include 
our closest relatives—apes and monkeys. Prima-
tologists study their biology, evolution, behavior, 
and social life, often in their natural environ-
ments. Primatology assists paleoanthropology, 
because primate behavior may shed light on early 
human behavior and human nature.

Linguistic Anthropology
We don’t know (and probably never will) when our 
ancestors acquired the ability to speak, although bio-
logical anthropologists have looked to the anatomy 
of the face and the skull to speculate about the origin 
of language. And primatologists have described the 
communication systems of monkeys and apes. We 
do know that well-developed, grammatically com-
plex languages have existed for thousands of years. 
Linguistic anthropology offers further illustration 
of anthropology’s interest in comparison, variation, 
and change. Linguistic  anthropology studies lan-
guage in its social and cultural context, across space 
and over time. Some linguistic anthropologists make 
inferences about universal features of language, 
linked perhaps to uniformities in the human brain. 
Others reconstruct ancient languages by comparing 
their contemporary descendants and in so doing 
make discoveries about history. Still others study lin-
guistic differences to discover varied perceptions 
and patterns of thought in different cultures.
 Historical linguistics considers variation in 
time, such as the changes in sounds, grammar, and 
vocabulary between Middle English (spoken from 
approximately a.d. 1050 to 1550) and modern Eng-
lish. Sociolinguistics investigates relationships be-
tween social and linguistic variation. No language 
is a homogeneous system in which everyone 
speaks just like everyone else. How do different 
speakers use a given language? How do linguistic 

as enslaved people. In a research project begun in 
1973 in Tucson, Arizona, archaeologist William 
Rathje has learned about contemporary life by 
studying modern garbage. The value of “garbol-
ogy,” as Rathje calls it, is that it provides “evi-
dence of what people did, not what they think 
they did, what they think they should have done, 
or what the interviewer thinks they should have 
done” (Harrison, Rathje, and Hughes 1994, p. 108). 
What people report may contrast strongly with 
their real behavior as revealed by garbology. For 
example, the garbologists discovered that the 
three Tucson neighborhoods that reported the 
lowest beer consumption actually had the highest 
number of discarded beer cans per household 
(Podolefsky and Brown 1992, p. 100)! Rathje’s 
garbology also has exposed misconceptions about 
how much of different kinds of trash are in land-
fi lls: While most people thought that fast-food 
containers and disposable diapers were major 
waste problems, in fact they were relatively insig-
nifi cant compared with paper, including environ-
mentally friendly, recyclable paper (Rathje and 
Murphy 2001).

Biological, or Physical, 
Anthropology
The subject matter of biological, or physical, 
 anthropology is human biological diversity in 
time and space. The focus on biological variation 
unites fi ve special interests within biological 
 anthropology:

1.  Human evolution as revealed by the fossil 
record (paleoanthropology).

2. Human genetics.

3. Human growth and development.

4.  Human biological plasticity (the body’s 
ability to change as it copes with stresses, 
such as heat, cold, and altitude).

5.  The biology, evolution, behavior, and social 
life of monkeys, apes, and other nonhuman 
primates.

 These interests link physical anthropology 
to other fi elds: biology, zoology, geology, anat-
omy, physiology, medicine, and public health. 
Osteology—the study of bones—helps paleoan-
thropologists, who examine skulls, teeth, and 
bones, to identify human ancestors and to chart 
changes in anatomy over time. A paleontologist 
is a scientist who studies fossils. A paleoanthro-
pologist is one sort of paleontologist, one who 
studies the fossil record of human evolution. 
 Paleoanthropologists often collaborate with ar-
chaeologists, who study artifacts, in reconstruct-
ing biological and cultural aspects of human 
evolution. Fossils and tools are often found to-
gether. Different types of tools provide informa-

biological 
anthropology
The study of human 
 biological variation in 
time and space.

physical 
anthropology
Same as biological 
anthropology.

linguistic 
anthropology
The study of language 
and linguistic diversity in 
time, space, and society.

sociolinguistics
The study of language in 
society.
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study of tales, myths, and legends from a variety of 
cultures. One might well argue that anthropology 
is among the most  humanistic of all academic fi elds 
because of its fundamental respect for human di-
versity. Anthropologists listen to, record, and rep-
resent voices from a multitude of nations and 
cultures. Anthropology values local knowledge, 

features correlate with social factors, including 
class and gender differences (Tannen 1990)? One 
reason for variation is geography, as in regional 
dialects and accents. Linguistic variation also is ex-
pressed in the bilingualism of ethnic groups. Lin-
guistic and cultural anthropologists collaborate in 
studying links between language and many other 
aspects of culture, such as how people reckon kin-
ship and how they perceive and classify colors.

ANTHROPOLOGY AND 
OTHER ACADEMIC FIELDS
As mentioned previously, one of the main differ-
ences between anthropology and the other fi elds 
that study people is holism, anthropology’s unique 
blend of biological, social, cultural, linguistic, his-
torical, and contemporary perspectives. Paradoxi-
cally, while distinguishing anthropology, this 
breadth is what also links it to many other disci-
plines. Techniques used to date fossils and arti-
facts have come to anthropology from physics, 
chemistry, and geology. Because plant and animal 
remains often are found with human bones and 
artifacts, anthropologists collaborate with bota-
nists, zoologists, and paleontologists.
 As a discipline that is both scientifi c and hu-
manistic, anthropology has links with many other 
academic fi elds. Anthropology is a science—a 
“systematic fi eld of study or body of knowledge 
that aims, through experiment, observation, and 
deduction, to produce reliable explanations of phe-
nomena, with reference to the material and physi-
cal world” (Webster’s New World Encyclopedia 1993, 
p. 937). The following chapters present anthropol-
ogy as a humanistic science devoted to discovering, 
describing, understanding, and explaining similari-
ties and differences in time and space among hu-
mans and our ancestors. Clyde Kluckhohn (1944) 
described anthropology as “the science of human 
similarities and differences” (p. 9). His statement of 
the need for such a fi eld still stands: “Anthropology 
provides a scientifi c basis for dealing with the cru-
cial dilemma of the world today: how can peoples 
of different appearance, mutually unintelligible 
languages, and dissimilar ways of life get along 
peaceably together?” (p. 9). Anthropology has com-
piled an impressive body of knowledge that this 
textbook attempts to encapsulate.
 Besides its links to the natural sciences (e.g., ge-
ology, zoology) and social sciences (e.g., sociology, 
psychology), anthropology also has strong links to 
the humanities. The humanities include English, 
comparative literature, classics, folklore, philoso-
phy, and the arts. These fi elds study languages, 
texts, philosophies, arts, music, performances, and 
other forms of creative expression. Ethnomusicol-
ogy, which studies forms of musical expression on a 
worldwide basis, is especially closely related to an-
thropology. Also linked is folklore, the systematic 

science
Field of study that seeks 
reliable explanations, with 
reference to the  material 
and physical world.

I was born and lived in Venezuela’s capital, Caracas, for 15 years. 
 Caracas was large and chaotic, but wonderfully cosmopolitan. Years of 
relatively stable democracy and a state infrastructure fueled by oil 

made this city attractive to many immigrants, not just from rural areas, but 
from the rest of South America and Europe as well. While growing up, I 
never thought much about how the place where we live impacts, often in 
very small ways, who we are. As I later came to realize, it is amazing how 
much what is familiar to us comes into focus when we travel and live else-
where, far from the people and customs we are used to. Elements of our 
identity change, too, in different situations. In fact, plunging ourselves 
into a different context and carefully evaluating the complexity of this 
experience are a fundamental part of anthropological research.
 Moving from Caracas as a teenager was bad enough, but when my 
family and I arrived in Trinidad, a small town in southern Colorado, one 
blustery November night, I wondered what I had done wrong to deserve 
such a fate! In Trinidad, my father joked that you’d miss the town limits if 
you biked too fast. Many of my new high school classmates had never 
fl own on an airplane, much less seen the ocean. Most of them had last 
names such as Gonzales and Salazar, and their families had lived in the 
area for several generations. As different as I felt from them, we shared, in 
the American social context, identifi ers such as Hispanic or Latino, terms 
that never made much sense to me, since they purportedly bundled to-
gether people I viewed as not having much in common. Just as I noticed 
how different my classmates were from me, elements that I felt made my 
family “distinctly Venezuelan” stood out, both tinted and amplifi ed, no 
doubt, by my nostalgia for the people and places left behind. We stayed 
up late, danced to salsa on Christmas Eve and New Year’s, lamented the 
lack of homemade hallacas (a traditional Venezuelan Christmas dish) and 
blabbed and joked in a Spanish that is characteristically Caraqueño (from 
Caracas). These seemingly trivial stereotypes became for me, during that 
fi rst holiday away from home, the essence of our identity.
 Years later, while conducting fi eldwork in rural eastern Venezuela, I 
would again face the challenge of defi ning my identity both to myself and 
to local people who viewed me as a foreigner. This time, after several 
years of graduate school, I could better understand my reactions. I now 
appreciate what it means to be part of one culture and not another and 
that what it means to be local is contextual and dynamic.

Changing Places, 
Changing Identities

STUDENT:  María Alejandra Pérez, Ph.D. 
Candidate in Cultural Anthropology

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: Venezuela

SUPERVISING PROFESSORS: Erik Mueggler and Fernando Coronil

SCHOOL: University of Michigan

 through the eyes of
OTHERSO S
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then writes accounts of this culture, emphasizing 
descriptive detail” (Marcus and Fischer 1986, 
p. 18). One key method described in this quote is 
participant observation—taking part in the events 
one is observing, describing, and analyzing.
 In many areas and topics, anthropology and 
sociology now are converging. As the modern 
world system grows, sociologists now do research 
in developing countries and in other places that 
were once mainly within the anthropological 
 orbit. As industrialization spreads, many anthro-
pologists now work in industrial nations, where 
they study diverse topics, including rural decline, 
inner-city life, and the role of the mass media in 
creating national cultural patterns.

Anthropology and Psychology
Like sociologists, most psychologists do research in 
their own society. But statements about  “human” 
psychology cannot be based solely on observations 
made in one society or in a single type of society. 
The area of cultural anthropology known as psy-
chological anthropology studies cross-cultural 
vari ation in psychological traits. Societies instill 
different values by training children differently. 
Adult personalities refl ect a culture’s child-rearing 
practices.
 Bronislaw Malinowski, an early contributor to 
the cross-cultural study of human psychology, is 
famous for his fi eld work among the Trobriand 
Islanders of the South Pacifi c (Figure 1.1). The 
Trobrianders reckon kinship matrilineally. They 
consider themselves related to the mother and her 
relatives, but not to the father. The relative who 
disciplines the child is not the father but the 
mother’s brother, the maternal uncle. Trobrian-
ders show a marked respect for the uncle, with 
whom a boy usually has a cool and distant rela-
tionship. In contrast, the Trobriand father–son 
 relationship is friendly and affectionate.
 Malinowski’s work among the Trobrianders 
suggested modifi cations in Sigmund Freud’s fa-
mous theory of the universality of the Oedipus 
complex (Malinowski 1927). According to Freud 
(1918/1950), boys around the age of fi ve become 
sexually attracted to their mothers. The Oedipus 
complex is resolved, in Freud’s view, when the boy 
overcomes his sexual jealousy of, and identifi es 
with, his father. Freud lived in patriarchal Austria 
during the late 19th and early 20th centuries—a 
social milieu in which the father was a strong 
 authoritarian fi gure. The Austrian father was the 
child’s primary authority fi gure and the mother’s 
sexual partner. In the Trobriands, the father had 
only the sexual role.
 If, as Freud contended, the Oedipus complex 
always creates social distance based on jealousy 
toward the mother’s sexual partner, this would 
have shown up in Trobriand society. It did not. 
Malinowski concluded that the authority struc-

diverse worldviews, and alternative philosophies. 
Cultural anthropology and linguistic anthropology 
in  particular bring a comparative and nonelitist 
 perspective to forms of creative expression, includ-
ing language, art, narratives, music, and dance, 
viewed in their social and cultural context.

Cultural Anthropology 
and Sociology
Cultural anthropology and sociology share an in-
terest in social relations, organization, and behavior. 
However, important differences between these dis-
ciplines arose from the kinds of societies each tradi-
tionally studied. Initially sociologists focused on 
the industrial West; anthropologists, on nonindus-
trial societies. Different methods of data collection 
and analysis emerged to deal with those different 
kinds of societies. To study large-scale, complex na-
tions, sociologists came to rely on questionnaires 
and other means of gathering masses of quantifi -
able data. For many years, sampling and statistical 
techniques have been basic to sociology, whereas 
statistical training has been less common in anthro-
pology (although this is changing as anthropolo-
gists increasingly work in modern nations).
 Traditional ethnographers studied small and 
nonliterate (without writing) populations and 
 relied on methods appropriate to that context. 
“Ethnography is a research process in which the 
anthropologist closely observes, records, and en-
gages in the daily life of another culture—an ex-
perience labeled as the fi eldwork method—and 
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 FIGURE 1.1 Location of Trobriand Islands.
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ture did more to infl uence the father–son rela-
tionship than did sexual jealousy. Although 
Melford Spiro (1993) has critiqued Malinowski’s 
conclusions (see also Weiner 1988), no contempo-
rary anthropologist would dispute Malinowski’s 
contention that individual psychology is molded 
in a specifi c cultural context. Anthropologists 
continue to provide cross-cultural perspectives 
on psychoanalytic propositions (Paul 1989) as 
well as on issues of developmental and cognitive 
psychology (Shore 1996).

APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY
Anthropology is not a science of the exotic carried 
on by quaint scholars in ivory towers. Rather, an-
thropology has a lot to tell the public. Anthropolo-
gy’s foremost professional organization, the 
American Anthropological Association (AAA), has 
formally acknowledged a public service role by rec-
ognizing that anthropology has two dimensions: 
(1) academic anthropology and (2) practicing or 
 applied anthropology. The latter refers to the ap-
plication of anthropological data, perspectives, 
theory, and methods to identify, assess, and solve 
contemporary social problems. As Erve Chambers 
(1987, p. 309) states, applied anthropology is the 
“fi eld of inquiry concerned with the relationships 
between anthropological knowledge and the uses 
of that knowledge in the world beyond anthropol-
ogy.” More and more anthropologists from the four 
subfi elds now work in such “applied” areas as pub-
lic health, family planning, business, economic de-
velopment, and cultural resource management. 
(This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” box 
on pp. 16–17 discusses the career of President 
 Barack Obama’s mother, a sociocultural and ap-
plied anthropologist, who instilled in her son an 
appreciation of human diversity.)
 Because of anthropology’s breadth, applied an-
thropology has many applications. For example, 
applied medical anthropologists consider both the 
sociocultural and the biological contexts and im-
plications of disease and illness. Perceptions of 
good and bad health, along with actual health 
threats and problems, differ among societies. Vari-
ous ethnic groups recognize different illnesses, 
symptoms, and causes and have developed differ-
ent health-care systems and treatment strategies.
 Applied archaeology, usually called public 
 archaeology, includes such activities as cultural re-
source management, contract archaeology, public 
educational programs, and historic preservation. 
An important role for public archaeology has been 
created by legislation requiring evaluation of sites 
threatened by dams, highways, and other construc-
tion activities. To  decide what needs saving, and to 
preserve signifi cant information about the past 
when sites cannot be saved, is the work of cultural 
resource management (CRM). CRM involves not 
only preserving sites but allowing their destruction 

applied 
anthropology
Using anthropology to 
solve contemporary 
problems.

theory
A set of ideas 
formulated to explain 
something.

association
An observed relationship 
between two or more 
variables.

cultural resource 
management
Deciding what needs 
saving when entire 
 archaeological sites 
 cannot be saved.

 Bronislaw Malinowski is famous for his fi eld work among the matrilineal 

 Trobriand Islanders of the South Pacifi c. Does this Trobriand market scene 

suggest anything about the status of Trobriand women?

if they are not signifi cant. The “management” part 
of the term refers to the evaluation and decision-
making process. Cultural resource managers work 
for federal, state, and county agencies and other 
 clients. Applied cultural anthropologists sometimes 
work with the public archaeologists, assessing the 
human problems generated by the proposed change 
and determining how they can be reduced.

THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD
Anthropology, we have seen, is a science, although 
a very humanistic one. Within sociocultural an-
thropology, ethnology is the comparative science 
that attempts to identify and explain cultural dif-
ferences and similarities, test hypotheses, and 
build theory to enhance our understanding of how 
social and cultural systems work. The data for eth-
nology come from societies located in various 
times and places and so can come from archaeol-
ogy as well as from ethnography, their more usual 
source. Ethnologists compare, contrast, and make 
generalizations about societies and cultures.

Theories, Associations, 
and Explanations
A theory is a set of ideas formulated to explain 
something. An effective theory offers an explana-
tory framework that can be applied to multiple 
cases. Just as ethnological theories help explain so-
ciocultural differences and similarities, evolution-
ary theory is used to explain biological associations. 
An association is an observed relationship be-
tween two or more variables, such as the length of 
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ductive success due to variation within the popula-
tion) is confi rmed by repeated observations.
 Any science aims for reliable explanations that 
predict future occurrences. Accurate predictions 
stand up to tests designed to disprove (falsify) 
them. Scientifi c explanations rely on data, which 
can come from experiments, observation, and 
other systematic procedures. Scientifi c causes are 
material, physical, or natural (e.g., viruses) rather 
than supernatural (e.g., ghosts). Science is one 
way of understanding the world, but not the only 
way (See “Understanding Ourselves,” p. 4).
 In their 1997 article “Science in Anthropology,” 
Melvin Ember and Carol R. Ember describe how 

a  giraffe’s neck and the number of its offspring. 
Theories, which are more general than associations, 
suggest or imply multiple associations and attempt 
to explain them. Something, for example, the 
 giraffe’s long neck, is explained if it illustrates a 
general principle (a law), such as the concepts of 
adaptive advantage and differential fi tness. In evo-
lutionary theory, fi tness is measured by reproduc-
tive success. In this case, giraffes with longer necks 
have a feeding advantage compared with their 
shorter-necked fellows; in times of food scarcity 
they eat better, live longer, and have more surviv-
ing offspring. The truth of a scientifi c statement 
(e.g., evolution occurs because of differential repro-

It is widely known that President Barack Obama 
is the son of a Kenyan father and a White Amer-
ican mother from Kansas. Less recognized is the 
fact that the 44th president of the United States 
is the son of an anthropologist—Dr. Stanley Ann 
Dunham Soetoro (usually called simply Ann 
Dunham). This account focuses on her life and 
her appreciation of human diversity, which led 
her to a career in anthropology and which she 
inculcated in her son. A sociocultural anthropol-
ogist by training, Dunham focused her attention 
on issues of microfi nance and socioeconomic 
problems faced by Indonesian women. She ap-
plied anthropology, using her knowledge to iden-
tify and solve contemporary problems. She was 
both a cultural and an applied anthropologist.
 Anthropologists study humanity in varied 
times and places and in a rapidly changing 
world. By virtue of his parentage, his encultura-
tion, and his experience abroad, Barack Obama 
provides an excellent symbol of the diversity and 
interconnections that characterize such a world. 
As well, his election is a tribute to an ever more 
diverse United States and to the ability of the 
American people to appreciate such a nation.

In the capsule version of the Barack Obama 

story, his mother is simply the white woman 

from Kansas. . . . On the campaign trail, he has 

called her his “single mom.” But neither de-

scription begins to capture the unconventional 

life of Stanley Ann Dunham Soetoro, the parent 

who most shaped Mr. Obama. . . .

 In Hawaii, she married an African student at 

age 18. Then she married an Indonesian, 

moved to Jakarta, became an anthropologist, 

wrote an 800-page dissertation on peasant 

blacksmithing in Java, worked for the Ford 

Foundation, championed women’s work and 

helped bring microcredit to the world’s poor.

 She had high expectations for her children. 

In Indonesia, she would wake her son at 4 A.M. 

for correspondence courses in English before 

school; she brought home recordings of 

 Mahalia Jackson, speeches by the Rev. Dr. 

 Martin Luther King Jr., and when Mr. Obama 

asked to stay in Hawaii for high school rather 

than  return to Asia, she accepted living apart—

a  decision her daughter says was one of the 

hardest in Ms. Soetoro’s life.

 “She felt that somehow, wandering through 

uncharted territory, we might stumble upon 

something that will, in an instant, seem to rep-

resent who we are at the core,” said Maya 

 Soetoro-Ng, Mr. Obama’s half-sister. “That was 

very much her philosophy of life—to not be 

limited by fear or narrow defi nitions, to not 

build walls around ourselves and to do our 

best to fi nd kinship and beauty in unexpected 

places.” . . .

 Mr. Obama . . . barely saw his father after the 

age of 2. Though it is impossible to pinpoint the 

imprint of a parent on the life of a grown child, 

people who knew Ms. Soetoro well say they see 

her infl uence unmistakably in Mr. Obama. . . .

 “She was a very, very big thinker,” said 

Nancy Barry, a former president of Women’s 

World Banking, an international network of 

 microfi nance providers, where Ms. Soetoro 

worked in New York City in the early 1990s. . . .

 In a Russian class at the University of 

 Hawaii, she met the college’s fi rst African stu-

dent, Barack Obama. They married and had a 

son in August 1961, in an era when interracial 

marriage was rare in the United States. . . .

 The marriage was brief. In 1963, Mr. Obama 

left for Harvard, leaving his wife and child. 

She then married Lolo Soetoro, an Indonesian 

student. When he was summoned home in 

1966 after the turmoil surrounding the rise of 

Suharto, Ms. Soetoro and Barack followed. . . .

 Her second marriage faded, too, in the 

1970s. Ms. Soetoro wanted to work, one friend 

said, and Mr. Soetoro wanted more children. 

He became more American, she once said, as 

she became more Javanese. “There’s a Java-

nese belief that if you’re married to someone 

and it doesn’t work, it will make you sick,” said 

Alice G. Dewey, an anthropologist and friend. 

“It’s just stupid to stay married.” . . .

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Anthropologist’s Son Elected President
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water and the air temperature. The truth of the 
statement is confi rmed by repeated observations of 
freezing and the fact that water does not solidify at 
higher temperatures. Such general relationships 
are called laws. Explanations based on such laws 
allow us to understand the past and predict the 
future. Yesterday ice formed at 32 degrees, and to-
morrow it will still form at 32 degrees.
 In the social sciences, associations usually are 
stated in the form of probability rather than as 
such absolute laws. The variables of interest are 
likely to, but don’t always, vary as predicted. 
They tend to be related in a predictable way, but 
there are exceptions (Ember and Ember 1997). For 

scientists strive to improve our understanding of 
the world by testing hypotheses—suggested but 
as yet unverifi ed explanations. An explanation 
must show how and why the thing to be under-
stood (the explicandum or dependent variable) is as-
sociated with or related to something else, a 
predictor variable. Associations require covariation; 
when one thing (a variable) changes, the other 
one varies as well. Theories provide explanations 
for associations (Ember and Ember 1997).
 One explanation for the occurrence of an asso-
ciation is that it illustrates a general principle. Thus, 
“water solidifi es (freezes) at 32 degrees” states an 
association between two variables: the state of the 

 By 1974, Ms. Soetoro was back in  Honolulu, 

a graduate student and raising Barack and 

Maya, nine years younger. . . . When Ms. Soetoro 

decided to return to Indonesia three years later 

for her fi eld work, Barack chose not to go . . .

 Fluent in Indonesian, Ms. Soetoro moved 

with Maya fi rst to Yogyakarta, the center of 

 Javanese handicrafts. A weaver in college, she 

was fascinated with what Ms. Soetoro-Ng calls 

“life’s gorgeous minutiae.” That interest inspired 

her study of village industries, which became 

the basis of her 1992 doctoral dissertation.

 “She loved living in Java,” said Dr. Dewey, 

who recalled accompanying Ms. Soetoro to a 

metalworking village. “People said: ‘Hi! How are 

you?’ She said: ‘How’s your wife? Did your 

daughter have the baby?’ They were friends. 

Then she’d whip out her notebook and she’d 

say: ‘How many of you have electricity? Are 

you having trouble getting iron?’”

 She became a consultant for the United 

States Agency for International Development on 

setting up a village credit program, then a Ford 

Foundation program offi cer in Jakarta specializ-

ing in women’s work. Later, she was a consultant 

in Pakistan, then joined Indonesia’s oldest bank 

to work on what is described as the world’s larg-

est sustainable microfi nance program, creating 

services like credit and savings for the poor.

 Visitors fl owed constantly through her Ford 

Foundation offi ce in downtown Jakarta and 

through her house in a neighborhood to the 

ple from women’s organizations, representa-

tives of community groups doing grass-roots 

development. . . .

 Ms. Soetoro-Ng . . . remembers conversa-

tions with her mother about philosophy or 

politics, books, esoteric Indonesian woodwork-

ing motifs. . . .

 “She gave us a very broad understanding of 

the world,” her daughter said. “She hated bigotry. 

She was very determined to be remembered for 

a life of service and thought that service was re-

ally the true measure of a life.” Many of her 

friends see her legacy in Mr. Obama—in his self-

assurance and drive, his boundary bridging, even 

his apparent comfort with strong women.

 She died in November 1995, as Mr. Obama 

was starting his fi rst campaign for public offi ce. 

After a memorial service at the University of 

Hawaii, one friend said, a small group of friends 

drove to the South Shore in Oahu. With the 

wind whipping the waves onto the rocks, 

Mr. Obama and Ms. Soetoro-Ng placed their 

mother’s ashes in the Pacifi c, sending them off 

in the direction of Indonesia.

 SOURCE: Janny Scott, “A Free-Spirited Wanderer Who Set 

Obama’s Path.” From The New York Times, March 14, 

2008. © The New York Times. All rights reserved. Used 

by permission and protected by the Copyright Laws of 

the United States. The printing, copying, redistribution, 

or retransmission of the Material without express writ-

ten permission is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

President Barack Obama and his mother, 

Ann  Dunham, who was a cultural and ap-

plied anthropologist, in an undated photo 

from the 1960s. Dunham met Obama’s fa-

ther, Barack Obama Sr. from Kenya, when 

both were students at the University of 

Hawaii at Manoa; they married in 1960. 

hypothesis
A suggested but as yet 
unverifi ed explanation.

south, where papaya and banana trees grew in 

the front yard and Javanese dishes . . . were 

served for dinner. Her guests were leaders in 

the Indonesian human rights movement, peo-
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consciously, that having another baby too soon 
would jeopardize the survival of the fi rst one. 
Thus, they avoid sex for more than a year after the 
birth of the fi rst baby. When such abstinence be-
comes institutionalized, everyone is expected to 
respect the taboo.
 Theories suggest patterns, connections, and re-
lationships that may be confi rmed by new research. 
Whiting’s theory, for example, suggests hypothe-
ses for future researchers to test. Because his theory 
proposes that the postpartum taboo is adaptive 
under certain conditions, one might hypothesize 
that certain changes would cause the taboo to 
 disappear. By adopting birth control, for instance, 
families could space births without avoiding 
 intercourse. So, too, might the taboo disappear if 
babies started receiving protein supplements, 
which would reduce the threat of kwashiorkor.
 What constitutes acceptable evidence that a 
theory or explanation probably is right? Cases that 
have been personally selected by a researcher 
don’t provide an acceptable test of a hypothesis or 
theory. Ideally, hypothesis testing should be done 
using a sample of cases that have been selected 
randomly from some statistical universe. (Whiting 
did this in choosing his cross-cultural sample.) 
The relevant variables should be measured reli-
ably, and the strength and signifi cance of the re-
sults should be evaluated by using legitimate 
statistical methods (Bernard 2006). Recap 1.3 sum-
marizes the main steps in using the scientifi c 
method, as just discussed here.

When Multiple Variables Predict
The scientifi c method, as shown in Recap 1.3, is 
not limited to ethnology but applies to any anthro-
pological endeavor that formulates research ques-
tions and gathers or uses systematic data to test 
hypotheses. Nor does there have to be a single re-
search question. Often anthropologists gather data 
that enable them to pose and test a number of sep-
arate hypotheses about attitudes and behavior. 
For example, in a research project during the 1980s, 
my associates and I used a combination of ethnog-
raphy and survey research to study television’s 
behavioral effects in Brazil (see Kottak 1990a).
 Our most general research question was this: 
How has variable exposure to television affected 
Brazilians? We gathered data from more than 
1,000 Brazilians living in seven different commu-
nities to answer this question. Uniquely, our 
 research design permitted us to distinguish be-
tween two key measures of individual exposure to tele-
vision. First was current viewing level (average 
daily hours spent watching TV). Such a measure is 
used routinely to assess the impact of television in 
the United States. Our second, and far more sig-
nifi cant, variable was length of home TV exposure.
 Unlike us, researchers in the United States must 
rely solely on current viewing level to measure TV’s 

example, in a worldwide sample of societies, 
the anthropologist John Whiting (1964) found a 
strong (but not 100 percent) association or correla-
tion between a sexual custom and a type of diet. A 
long postpartum sex taboo (a ban on sexual inter-
course between husband and wife for a year or 
more after the birth of a child) tended to be found 
in societies where the diet was low in protein.
 After confi rming the association through cross-
cultural data (ethnographic information from a 
sample of several societies), Whiting’s job was to 
formulate a theory that would explain why the de-
pendent variable (in this case the postpartum sex 
taboo) depended on the predictor variable (a low-
protein diet). Why might societies with low-protein 
diets develop this taboo? Whiting’s theory was 
that the taboo is adaptive; it helps people survive 
and reproduce in certain environments. (More 
generally, anthropologists have argued that many 
cultural practices are adaptive.) In this case, with 
too little protein in their diets, babies may develop 
and die from a protein-defi ciency disease called 
kwashiorkor. But if the mother delays her next 
pregnancy, her current baby, by breast-feeding 
longer, has a better chance to survive. Whiting 
suggests that parents are aware, unconsciously or 

The name kwashiorkor, for a condition caused by 

 severe protein defi ciency, comes from a West African 

word meaning “one-two.” Some cultures abruptly 

wean one infant when a second one is born. In 

 today’s world, refugees from civil wars, including the 

Angolan girl shown here, are among the most com-

mon victims of malnutrition. 
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years of home TV exposure, and current teleview-
ing level. We could measure the separate (as well 
as the combined) infl uence of each predictor on 
each dependent variable.
 One of our strongest statistical measures of 
television’s impact on attitudes was the correla-
tion between TV exposure and liberal views on 
sex-gender issues. TV exposure had a stronger ef-
fect on sex-gender views than did such other pre-
dictor variables as gender, education, and income. 
The heavier and longer-exposed viewers were 
strikingly more liberal—less traditional in their 
opinions on such matters as whether women “be-
long at home,” should work when their husbands 
have good incomes, should work when pregnant, 
should go to bars, should leave a husband they no 
longer love, should pursue men they like; whether 
men should cook and wash clothes; and whether 
parents should talk to their children about sex. All 
these questions produced TV-biased answers, in 
that Brazilian television depicts an urban-modern 
society in which sex-gender roles are less tradi-
tional than in small communities.
 Are these effects or just correlations? That is, 
does Brazilian TV make people more liberal, or do 
already liberal people, seeking reinforcement for 
their views, simply watch more television? Do 
they look to TV and its urban-elite world for moral 
options that are missing, suppressed, or disap-
proved in their own, more traditional, towns? We 
concluded that this liberalization is both a correla-
tion and an effect. There is a strong correlation be-
tween liberal social views and current viewing 
hours. Liberal small-town Brazilians appear to 
watch more TV to validate personal views that the 
local setting suppresses. However, confi rming that 

infl uence, because there is little variation in length 
of home exposure, except for variation based on 
age. Americans aged 60 and younger never have 
known a world without TV. Some American re-
searchers have tried to use age as an indirect mea-
sure of TV’s long-term effects. Their assumption is 
that viewing has a cumulative effect, its infl uence 
increasing (up to a point) with age. However, that 
approach has diffi culty distinguishing between the 
effects of years of TV exposure and other changes 
associated with aging. By contrast, our Brazilian 
sample included people in the same age groups but 
exposed to TV for different lengths of time— 
because television had reached their towns at dif-
ferent times. Years of age and years of home 
exposure were two separate variables.
 Having gathered detailed quantitative data, we 
could use a statistical method that measures the 
separate (as well as the combined) effects of several 
“potential predictors” on a dependent variable. To 
use a more general example, to predict “risk of 
heart attack” (the dependent variable), potential 
predictors would include sex (gender), age, family 
history, weight, blood pressure, cholesterol level, 
exercise, and cigarette smoking. Each one would 
make a separate contribution, and some would 
have more impact than others. However, someone 
with many “risk factors” (particularly the most sig-
nifi cant ones) would have a greater risk of heart 
attack than someone with few predictors.
 Returning to television in Brazil, we used a 
standard set of nine potential predictor variables 
and examined their effects on hundreds of depen-
dent variables (Kottak 1990a). Our potential pre-
dictors included gender, age, skin color, social 
class, education, income, religious involvement, 

 RECAP 1.3 Steps in the Scientifi c Method

Have a research question Why do some societies have long postpartum taboos?

Construct a hypothesis Delaying marital sex reduces infant mortality when diets are low in protein.

Posit a mechanism  Babies get more protein when they nurse longer; nursing is not a reliable 
method of contraception.

Get data to test your hypothesis  Use a (random) sample of cross-cultural data (data from several societies; 
such datasets exist for cross-cultural research).

Devise a way of measuring  Code societies 1 when they have a postpartum taboo of one year or longer, 
0 when they do not; code 1 when diet is low protein, 0 when it is not.

Analyze your data  Notice patterns in the data: long postpartum taboos generally are found in 
societies with low-protein diets, whereas societies with better diets tend to 
lack those taboos. Use appropriate statistical methods to evaluate the 
strength of these associations.

Draw a conclusion In most cases, the hypothesis is confi rmed.

Derive implications  Such taboos tend to disappear when diets get better or new reproductive 
technologies become available.

Contribute to larger theory  Cultural practices can have adaptive value because they can enhance the 
survival of offspring.
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reasonable to assume some similar infl uence as a 
result of years of home exposure to television.
 Heavy viewers in Brazil probably are predis-
posed to liberal views. However, content, enter-
ing homes each day, reinforces those views over 
time. TV-biased and TV-reinforced attitudes 
spread as viewers take courage from the daily 
validation of their unorthodox (local) views in 
(national) programming. More and more towns-
folk encounter nontraditional views and come to 
see them as normal.
 In this case, we measured and confi rmed an as-
sociation and then offered explanations for why 
that association is an effect as well as a correlation. 
Our study suggested hypotheses for future research 
on how people use television and how it affects 
them in other ways, places, and times. Indeed, re-
cent research in a Michigan town (Descartes and 
Kottak 2009) has revealed forms of use and impact 
similar to those we discovered in Brazil.

Family and friends 

watching a soccer 

game on TV in 

 Brazil. Soccer and 

telenovelas are key 

features of Brazilian 

popular culture.

Acing the 
COURSE

long-term TV exposure also has an effect on Brazil-
ians’ attitudes, there is an even stronger correla-
tion between years of home viewing by individuals 
and their liberal social views.

It is diffi cult to separate effects of televiewing 
from mere correlations when we use cur-

rent viewing level as a predictor vari-
able. Questions like the following 

always arise: Does television create 
fears about the outside world—or 
do already fearful people tend to 
stay home and watch more TV? 
Effects are clearer when length 
of home exposure can be mea-
sured. Logically, we can com-
pare this predictor and its 

infl uence over time to education 
and its effects. If the cumulative 

effects of formal education increase 
with years of schooling, then it seems 

Summary 1.  Anthropology is the holistic and comparative 
study of humanity. It is the systematic explora-
tion of human biological and cultural diversity. 

Examining the origins of, and changes in, human 
biology and culture, anthropology provides ex-
planations for similarities and differences. The 
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Anthropologists examine creators and products 
in their social context. Sociologists traditionally 
study urban and industrial populations, whereas 
anthropologists have focused on rural, nonindus-
trial peoples. Psychological anthropology views 
human psychology in the context of social and 
cultural variation.

5.  Anthropology has two dimensions: academic and 
applied. Applied anthropology is the use of an-
thropological data, perspectives, theory, and meth-
ods to identify, assess, and solve contemporary 
social problems.

6.  Ethnologists attempt to identify and explain cul-
tural differences and similarities and to build 
theories about how social and cultural systems 
work. Scientists strive to improve understanding 
by testing hypotheses—suggested explanations. 
Explanations rely on associations and theories. 
An association is an observed relationship be-
tween variables. A theory is more general, sug-
gesting or implying associations and attempting 
to explain them. The scientifi c method character-
izes any anthropological endeavor that formu-
lates research questions and gathers or uses 
systematic data to test hypotheses. Often anthro-
pologists gather data that enable them to pose 
and test a number of separate hypotheses.

four subfi elds of general anthropology are socio-
cultural, archaeological, biological, and linguistic. 
All consider variation in time and space. Each 
also examines adaptation—the process by which 
organisms cope with environmental stresses.

2.  Cultural forces mold human biology, including 
our body types and images. Societies have par-
ticular standards of physical attractiveness. They 
also have specifi c ideas about what activities—for 
example, various sports—are appropriate for 
males and females.

3.  Cultural anthropology explores the cultural diver-
sity of the present and the recent past. Archaeology 
reconstructs cultural patterns, often of prehistoric 
populations. Biological anthropology documents 
diversity involving fossils, genetics, growth and 
development, bodily responses, and nonhuman 
primates. Linguistic anthropology considers diver-
sity among languages. It also studies how speech 
changes in social situations and over time.

4.  Concerns with biology, society, culture, and lan-
guage link anthropology to many other fi elds—
sciences and humanities. Anthropologists study 
art, music, and literature across cultures. But their 
concern is more with the creative expressions of 
common people than with arts designed for elites. 

anthropology 5
applied anthropology 15
archaeological anthropology 10
association 15
biocultural 9
biological anthropology 12
cultural anthropology 9
cultural resource management 15
culture 5
ethnography 9

ethnology 10
food production 6
general anthropology 8
holistic 5
hypothesis 17
linguistic anthropology 12
physical anthropology 12
science 13
sociolinguistics 12
theory 15

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Which of the following most characterizes 
 anthropology among disciplines that study 
humans?
a. It studies foreign places.
b. It includes biology.
c. It uses personal interviews of the study 

population.
d. It is holistic and comparative.
e. It studies only groups that are thought to 

be “dying.”

 2. What is the most critical element of cultural 
traditions?
a. their stability due to the unchanging char-

acteristics of human biology
b. their tendency to radically change every 

15 years

c. their ability to survive the challenges of 
modern life

d. their transmission through learning rather 
than through biological inheritance

e. their material manifestations in archaeo-
logical sites

 3. Over time, how has human reliance on cultural 
means of adaptation changed?
a. Humans have become increasingly less 

 dependent on them.
b. Humans have become entirely reliant on 

 biological means.
c. Humans have become increasingly more 

 dependent on them.
d. Humans are just beginning to depend on 

them.
e. Humans no longer use them.

Test 
Yourself!
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22 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

 4. The fact that anthropology focuses on both cul-
ture and biology
a. is unique to the kind of anthropology 

found in Europe.
b. is the reason it has traditionally studied 

primitive societies.
c. is a product of the participant observation 

approach.
d. allows it to address how culture infl uences 

biological traits and vice versa.
e. is insignifi cant, since biology is studied by 

biological anthropologists while culture is 
studied by cultural anthropologists.

 5. In this chapter, what is the point of describing 
the ways in which humans cope with low oxy-
gen pressure in high altitudes?
a. to illustrate human capacities of cultural 

and biological adaptation, variation, and 
change

b. to expose the fact that “it is all in the 
genes”

c. to show how culture is more important 
than biology

d. to describe how humans are among the 
world’s least adaptable animals

e. to stress the rising popularity of extreme 
sport anthropology

 6. Four-fi eld anthropology
a. was largely shaped by early American 

 anthropologists’ interests in Native 
Americans.

b. is unique to Old World anthropology.
c. stopped being useful when the world 

 became dominated by nation-states.
d. was replaced in the 1930s by the two-fi eld 

approach.
e. originally was practiced in Europe, because 

of a particularly British interest in military 
behavior.

 7. The study of nonhuman primates is of 
special interest to which subdiscipline of 
anthropology?
a. cultural anthropology
b. archaeological anthropology

c. linguistic anthropology
d. developmental anthropology
e. biological anthropology

 8. All of the following are true about practicing or 
applied anthropology except that
a. it encompasses any use of the knowledge 

and/or techniques of the four subfi elds to 
identify, assess, and solve practical social 
problems.

b. it has been formally acknowledged by the 
American Anthropological Association 
as one of the two dimensions of the 
discipline.

c. it is less relevant for archaeology since ar-
chaeology typically concerns the material 
culture of societies that no longer exist.

d. it is a growing aspect of the fi eld, with 
more and more anthropologists developing 
applied components of their work.

e. it has many applications because of anthro-
pology’s breadth.

 9. Which of the following terms is defi ned as a 
suggested but yet unverifi ed explanation for 
observed things and events?
a. hypothesis
b. theory
c. association
d. model
e. law

10. The scientifi c method
a. is limited to ethnology since it is the aspect 

of anthropology that studies sociocultural 
differences and similarities.

b. is a powerful tool for understanding our-
selves since it guarantees complete objec-
tivity in research.

c. is the best and only reliable way of under-
standing the world.

d. characterizes any anthropological en-
deavor that formulates research questions 
and gathers or uses systematic data to test 
hypotheses.

e. only applies to the analysis of data that 
leads to predictions, not associations.

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. Anthropology is unique among other social sciences in its emphasis on both  and  
perspectives.

2. A  approach refers to the inclusion and combination of both biological and cultural perspectives 
and approaches to comment on or solve a particular issue or problem.

3.  provides an account of fi eld work in a particular community, society, or culture.

4.  encompasses any use of the knowledge and/or techniques of the four subfi elds of anthropology 
to identity, assess, and solve practical problems. More and more anthropologists increasingly work in this 
dimension of the discipline.

5. The  characterizes any anthropological endeavor that formulates research questions and gathers 
or uses systematic data to test hypotheses.
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Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Endicott, K. M., and R. Welsch
2009 Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial 

Issues in Anthropology, 4th ed. Guilford, CT: 
McGraw-Hill/Dushkin. Thirty-eight anthro-
pologists offer opposing viewpoints on 19 po-
larizing  issues, including ethical dilemmas.

Fagan, B. M.
2009 Archeology: A Brief Introduction, 10th ed. 

Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. Intro-
duction to archaeological theory, techniques, 
and approaches, including fi eld survey, excava-
tion, and analysis of materials.

Geertz, C.
1995 After the Fact: Two Countries, Four Decades, 

One Anthropologist. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. A prominent cultural anthro-
pologist refl ects on his work in Morocco and 
Indonesia.

Harris, M.
1989 Our Kind: Who We Are, Where We Came 

From, Where We Are Going. New York: Harper-
Collins. Clearly written survey of the origins 
of humans, culture, and major sociopolitical 
institutions.

Nash, D.
1999 A Little Anthropology, 3rd ed. Upper Saddle 

River, NJ: Prentice Hall. Short introduction to 
societies and cultures, with comments on devel-
oping nations and modern America.

Wolf, E. R.
1982 Europe and the People without History. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. Infl u-
ential and award-winning study of the relation 
between Europe and various nonindustrial 
populations.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

CRITICAL THINKING

1. What is culture? How is it distinct from what this chapter describes as a biocultural approach? How do 
these concepts help us understand the complex ways that human populations adapt to their environments?

2. What themes and interests unify the subdisciplines of anthropology? In your answer, refer to historical 
reasons for the unity of anthropology. Are these historical reasons similar in all places where anthropol-
ogy developed as a discipline?

3. If, as Franz Boas illustrated early on in American anthropology, cultures are not isolated, how can ethnog-
raphy provide an account of a particular community, society, or culture? Note: There is no easy answer to 
this question! Anthropologists continue to deal with it as they defi ne their research questions and projects.

4. The American Anthropological Association has formally acknowledged a public service role by recognizing 
that anthropology has two dimensions: (1) academic anthropology and (2) practicing or applied anthropol-
ogy. What is applied anthropology? Based on your reading of this chapter, identify examples from current 
events where an anthropologist could help identify, assess, and solve contemporary social problems.

5. In this chapter, we learn that anthropology is a science, although a very humanistic one. What do you 
think this means? What role does hypothesis testing play in structuring anthropological research? What 
is the difference between theories, laws, and hypotheses?

Multiple Choice: 1. (D); 2. (D); 3. (C); 4. (D); 5. (A); 6. (A); 7. (E); 8. (C); 9. (A); 10. (D); Fill in the Blank: 1. holistic, cross-cultural; 
2. biocultural; 3. Ethnography; 4. Applied anthropology; 5. scientifi c method
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Children and adults praying 

in Bali, Indonesia. People 

learn and share beliefs and 

behavior as members of 

cultural groups.

What is culture and 

why do we study it?

What is the relation 

between culture 

and the individual?

How does culture 

change?

kot16988_ch02_024-047.indd Page 24  1/8/10  11:38:53 PM user-f470kot16988_ch02_024-047.indd Page 24  1/8/10  11:38:53 PM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



Culture

kot16988_ch02_024-047.indd Page 25  1/9/10  2:21:10 PM f-469kot16988_ch02_024-047.indd Page 25  1/9/10  2:21:10 PM f-469 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



understanding OURSELVES

ch
ap

te
r 

o
ut

lin
e

WHAT IS CULTURE?

Culture Is Learned

Culture Is Symbolic

Culture Is Shared

Culture and Nature

Culture Is 
All-Encompassing

Culture Is Integrated

Culture Can Be Adaptive 
and Maladaptive

CULTURE’S 
EVOLUTIONARY BASIS

What We Share with 
Other Primates

How We Differ from 
Other Primates

UNIVERSALITY, 
GENERALITY, AND 
PARTICULARITY

Universality

Generality

Particularity: Patterns 
of Culture

CULTURE AND THE 
INDIVIDUAL: AGENCY 
AND PRACTICE

Levels of Culture

Ethnocentrism, Cultural 
Relativism, and Human 
Rights

MECHANISMS OF 
CULTURAL CHANGE

GLOBALIZATION

exposure to particular cultural traditions. 

 Middle-class Brazilians teach their kids—both 

boys and girls—to kiss (on the cheek, two or 

three times, coming and going) every adult 

relative they ever see. Given the size of Brazil-

ian extended families, this can mean hundreds 

of people. Women continue kissing all those 

people throughout their lives. Until they are 

adolescents, boys kiss all adult relatives. Men 

typically continue to kiss female relatives and 

friends, as well as their fathers and uncles 

throughout their lives.

  Do you kiss your father? Your uncle? Your 

grandfather? How about your mother, aunt, or 

grandmother? The answer to these questions 

may differ between men and women, and for 

male and female relatives. Culture can help us to 

make sense of these differences. In  America, 

a cultural homophobia (fear of homosexuality) 

may prevent American men from engaging in 

displays of affection with other men; similarly, 

American girls typically are encouraged to 

show affection, while American boys typically 

aren’t. It’s important to note that these cultural 

explanations rely upon example and expecta-

tion, and that no cultural trait exists because it 

is natural or right. Ethnocentrism is the error of 

viewing one’s own culture as superior and 

 applying one’s own cultural values in judging 

people from other cultures. How easy is it for 

you to see beyond the ethnocentric blinders 

of your own experience? Do you have an 

 ethnocentric position regarding displays of 

 affection?

H ow special are you? To what ex-

tent are you “your own person” 

and to what extent are you a 

product of your particular culture? 

How much does, and should, your cultural 

background infl uence your actions and deci-

sions? Americans may not fully appreciate the 

power of culture because of the value their 

culture places on “the individual.” Americans 

like to regard everyone as unique in some way. 

Yet individualism itself is a distinctive shared 

value, a feature of American culture, transmit-

ted constantly in our daily lives. In the media, 

count how many stories focus on individuals 

versus groups. From the late Mr. (Fred) Rogers 

of daytime TV to “real-life” parents, grandpar-

ents, and teachers, our enculturative agents 

insist we all are “someone special.” That we 

are individuals fi rst and members of groups 

second is the opposite of this chapter’s lesson 

about culture. Certainly we have distinctive 

features because we are individuals, but we 

have other distinct attributes because we be-

long to cultural groups.

  For example, as we saw in the “Appreciat-

ing Diversity” box in Chapter 1 (pp. 6–7), a com-

parison of the United States with Brazil, Italy, or 

virtually any Latin nation reveals striking con-

trasts between a national culture (American) 

that discourages physical affection and na-

tional cultures in which the opposite is true. 

Brazilians touch, embrace, and kiss one an-

other much more frequently than North Amer-

icans do. Such behavior refl ects years of 
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Chapter 2  Culture 27

symbol
Something, verbal or 
nonverbal, that stands 
for something else.

27

enculturation
The process by which 
culture is learned and 
transmitted across the 
generations.

WHAT IS CULTURE?
The concept of culture has long been basic to an-
thropology. Well over a century ago, in his book 
Primitive Culture, the British anthropologist Sir 
Edward Tylor proposed that cultures—systems 
of human behavior and thought—obey natural 
laws and therefore can be studied scientifi cally. 
Tylor’s defi nition of culture still offers an over-
view of the subject matter of anthropology and is 
widely quoted: “Culture . . . is that complex 
whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts, 
morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities 
and habits acquired by man as a member of soci-
ety” (Tylor 1871/1958, p. 1). The crucial phrase 
here is “acquired by man as a member of soci-
ety.” Tylor’s defi nition focuses on attributes that 
people acquire not through biological inheritance 
but by growing up in a particular society where 
they are exposed to a specifi c cultural tradition. 
Enculturation is the process by which a child 
learns his or her culture.

Culture Is Learned
The ease with which children absorb any cultural 
tradition rests on the uniquely elaborated human 
capacity to learn. Other animals may learn from 
experience; for example, they avoid fi re after dis-
covering that it hurts. Social animals also learn 
from other members of their group. Wolves, for 
instance, learn hunting strategies from other pack 
members. Such social learning is particularly im-
portant among monkeys and apes, our closest bi-
ological relatives. But our own cultural learning 
depends on the uniquely developed human ca-
pacity to use symbols, signs that have no neces-
sary or natural connection to the things they 
signify or for which they stand.
 On the basis of cultural learning, people create, 
remember, and deal with ideas. They grasp and 
apply specifi c systems of symbolic meaning. An-
thropologist Clifford Geertz defi nes culture as 
ideas based on cultural learning and symbols. 
Cultures have been characterized as sets of “con-
trol mechanisms—plans, recipes, rules, instruc-
tions, what computer engineers call programs for 
the governing of behavior” (Geertz 1973, p. 44). 
These programs are absorbed by people through 
enculturation in particular traditions. People 
gradually internalize a previously established 
system of meanings and symbols. They use this 
cultural system to defi ne their world, express 
their feelings, and make their judgments. This 
system helps guide their behavior and percep-
tions throughout their lives.
  Every person begins immediately, through a 
process of conscious and unconscious learning 
and interaction with others, to internalize, or in-
corporate, a cultural tradition through the process 
of enculturation. Sometimes culture is taught 

 directly, as when parents tell their children to say 
“thank you” when someone gives them some-
thing or does them a favor.
  Culture also is transmitted through observa-
tion. Children pay attention to the things that go 
on around them. They modify their behavior not 
just because other people tell them to but as a re-
sult of their own observations and growing 
awareness of what their culture considers right 
and wrong. Culture also is absorbed uncon-
sciously. North Americans acquire their culture’s 
notions about how far apart people should stand 
when they talk not by being told directly to main-
tain a certain distance but through a gradual pro-
cess of observation, experience, and conscious 
and unconscious behavior modifi cation. No one 
tells Latins to stand closer together than North 
Americans do, but they learn to do so anyway as 
part of their cultural tradition.
  Anthropologists agree that cultural learning is 
uniquely elaborated among humans and that all 
humans have culture. Anthropologists also accept 
a doctrine named in the 19th century as “the psy-
chic unity of man.” This means that although indi-
viduals differ in their emotional and intellectual 
tendencies and capacities, all human populations 
have equivalent capacities for culture. Regardless 
of their genes or their physical appearance, peo-
ple can learn any cultural tradition.
  To understand this point, consider that con-
temporary Americans and Canadians are the ge-
netically mixed descendants of people from all 
over the world. Our ancestors were biologically 
varied, lived in different countries and continents, 
and participated in hundreds of cultural tradi-
tions. However, early colonists, later immigrants, 
and their descendants have all become active par-
ticipants in American and Canadian life. All now 
share a national culture.

Culture Is Symbolic
Symbolic thought is unique and crucial to hu-
mans and to cultural learning. Anthropologist 
Leslie White defi ned culture as

dependent upon symbolling . . . Culture 
 consists of tools, implements, utensils, cloth-
ing, ornaments, customs, institutions, beliefs, 
rituals, games, works of art, language, etc. 
(White 1959, p. 3)

  For White, culture originated when our ances-
tors acquired the ability to use symbols, that is, to 
originate and bestow meaning on a thing or event, 
and, correspondingly, to grasp and appreciate 
such meanings (White 1959, p. 3).
  A symbol is something verbal or nonverbal, 
within a particular language or culture, that 
comes to stand for something else. There is no 
obvious, natural, or necessary connection be-
tween the symbol and what it symbolizes. A pet 
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28 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

were for them. Although a culture constantly 
changes, certain fundamental beliefs, values, 
worldviews, and child-rearing practices endure. 
Consider a simple American example of endur-
ing shared enculturation. As children, when we 
didn’t fi nish a meal, our parents may have re-
minded us of starving children in some foreign 
country, just as our grandparents might have 
done a generation earlier. The specifi c country 
changes (China, India, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, 
 Somalia, Rwanda—what was it in your home?). 
Still, American culture goes on transmitting the 
idea that by eating all our brussels sprouts or 
broccoli, we can justify our own good fortune, 
compared to a hungry child in an impoverished 
or war-ravaged country.
  Despite characteristic American notions that 
people should “make up their own minds” and 
“have a right to their opinion,” little of what we 
think is original or unique. We share our opin-
ions and beliefs with many other people. Illus-
trating the power of shared cultural background, 
we are most likely to agree with and feel comfort-
able with people who are socially, economically, 
and culturally similar to ourselves. This is one 
reason why Americans abroad tend to socialize 
with each other, just as French and British colo-
nials did in their overseas empires. Birds of a 
feather fl ock together, but for people, the familiar 
plumage is culture.

Culture and Nature
Culture takes the natural biological urges we 
share with other animals and teaches us how to 
express them in particular ways. People have to 
eat, but culture teaches us what, when, and how. 
In many cultures people have their main meal at 
noon, but most North Americans prefer a large 
dinner. English people may eat fi sh for breakfast, 
while North Americans may prefer hot cakes and 
cold cereals. Brazilians put hot milk into strong 
coffee, whereas North Americans pour cold milk 
into a weaker brew. Midwesterners dine at 5 or 
6 p.m., Spaniards at 10 p.m.
  Cultural habits, perceptions, and inventions 
mold “human nature” in many directions. People 
have to eliminate wastes from their bodies. But 
some cultures teach people to defecate squatting, 
while others tell them to do it sitting down. A gen-
eration ago, in Paris and other French cities, it was 
customary for men to urinate almost publicly, and 
seemingly without embarrassment, in barely 
shielded pissoirs located on city streets. Our “bath-
room” habits, including waste elimination, 
 bathing, and dental care, are parts of cultural 
 traditions that have converted natural acts into 
cultural customs.
  Our culture—and cultural changes—affect the 
ways in which we perceive nature, human nature, 
and “the natural.” Through science, invention, 

that barks is no more naturally a 
dog than a chien, Hund, or mbwa, to 
use the words for the animal we 
call “dog” in French, German, and 
Swahili. Language is one of the dis-
tinctive possessions of Homo sapiens. 
No other animal has developed any-
thing approaching the complexity of 
language.

Symbols are usually linguistic. 
But there are also nonverbal sym-
bols, such as fl ags, that stand for 
countries, as arches do for a ham-
burger chain. Holy water is a potent 
symbol in Roman Catholicism. As is 
true of all symbols, the association 
between a symbol (water) and what 
is symbolized (holiness) is arbitrary 
and conventional. Water is not in-
trinsically holier than milk, blood, 
or other natural liquids. Nor is holy 
water chemically different from or-
dinary water. Holy water is a sym-
bol within Roman Catholicism, 
which is part of an international 

cultural system. A natural thing has been arbi-
trarily associated with a particular meaning for 
Catholics, who share common beliefs and experi-
ences that are based on learning and that are 
transmitted across the generations.
  For hundreds of thousands of years, humans 
have shared the abilities on which culture rests. 
These abilities are to learn, to think symbolically, 
to manipulate language, and to use tools and 
other cultural products in organizing their lives 
and coping with their environments. Every con-
temporary human population has the ability to 
use symbols and thus to create and maintain cul-
ture. Our nearest relatives—chimpanzees and 
gorillas—have rudimentary cultural abilities. 
However, no other animal has elaborated cultural 
abilities—to learn, to communicate, and to store, 
process, and use information—to the extent that 
Homo has.

Culture Is Shared
Culture is an attribute not of individuals per se 
but of individuals as members of groups. Culture 
is transmitted in society. Don’t we learn our cul-
ture by observing, listening, talking, and interact-
ing with many other people? Shared beliefs, 
values, memories, and expectations link people 
who grow up in the same culture. Enculturation 
unifi es people by providing us with common 
 experiences.
  Today’s parents were yesterday’s children. If 
they grew up in North America, they absorbed 
certain values and beliefs transmitted over the 
generations. People become agents in the encul-
turation of their children, just as their parents 

 Symbols may be lin-

guistic or nonverbal. 

The latter include 

fl ags, which stand 

for countries. Here, 

colorful fl ags of sev-

eral nations wave in 

front of the United 

Nations building in 

New York City. 
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Culture Is Integrated
Cultures are not haphazard collections of cus-
toms and beliefs. Cultures are integrated, pat-
terned systems. If one part of the system (e.g., 
the economy) changes, other parts change as 
well. For example, during the 1950s, most Amer-
ican women planned domestic careers as home-
makers and mothers. Most of today’s college 
women, by contrast, expect to get paid jobs 
when they graduate.

and discovery, cultural advances have overcome 
many “natural” limitations. We prevent and 
cure diseases such as polio and smallpox that 
felled our ancestors. We use Viagra to restore 
and enhance sexual potency. Through cloning, 
scientists have altered the way we think about 
biological identity and the meaning of life itself. 
Culture, of course, has not freed us from natural 
threats. Hurricanes, fl oods, earthquakes, and 
other natural forces regularly challenge our 
wishes to modify the environment through 
building, development, and expansion. Can you 
think of other ways in which nature strikes back 
at people and their products?

Culture Is All-Encompassing
For anthropologists, culture includes much more 
than refi nement, taste, sophistication, education, 
and appreciation of the fi ne arts. Not only college 
graduates but all people are “cultured.” The most 
interesting and signifi cant cultural forces are 
those that affect people every day of their lives, 
particularly those that infl uence children during 
enculturation. Culture, as defi ned anthropologi-
cally, encompasses features that are sometimes 
regarded as trivial or unworthy of serious study, 
such as “popular” culture. To understand con-
temporary North American culture, we must con-
sider television, fast-food restaurants, sports, and 
games. As a cultural manifestation, a rock star 
may be as interesting as a symphony conductor, a 
comic book as signifi cant as a book-award win-
ner. (Describing the multiple ways in which an-
thropologists have studied the Ariaal of northern 
Kenya, this chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropol-
ogy” demonstrates how anthropology, like cul-
ture, is all encompassing.)

living anthropology VIDEOS

Being Raised Canela, www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip focuses on Brazil’s Canela Indians. One of the 
key fi gures in the clip is the boy Carampei, who was 
four years old in 1975. Another is the “formal friend” of 
a small boy whose fi nger has been burned and who has 
been disciplined by his mother. The clip depicts 
enculturation among the Canela—various ways in which 
children learn their culture. How does the footage of 
Carampei show his learning of the rhythms of Canela 
life? The clip shows that children start doing useful work 
at an early age, but that the playfulness and affection of 
childhood are prolonged into adulthood. How does the 
behavior of the formal friend illustrate this playfulness? 
Notice how Canela culture is integrated in that songs, 
dances, and tales are interwoven with subsistence 
activity. From an emic perspective, what is the function 
of the hunters’ dance? Think about how the clip shows 
the formal and informal, the conscious and unconscious 
aspects of enculturation.

Cultures are integrated systems. When one behavior pattern changes, others also change. During the 1950s, most 

American women expected to have careers as wives, mothers, and domestic managers. As more and more 

women have entered the workforce, attitudes toward work and family have changed. On the left, Mom and kids 

do the dishes in 1952. On the right (taken in January 2005), nuclear expert and deputy director of ISIS (Institute 

for Science and International Security) Corey Hinderstein uses her offi ce in Washington, D.C., to monitor nuclear 

activities all over the globe. What do you imagine she will do when she gets home?
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Anthropology, remember, is a four subfi eld dis-
cipline that is characteristically comparative, 
cross-cultural, and biocultural. Anthropolo-
gists are known for their close observation of 
human behavior in natural settings and their 
focus on human biological and cultural diver-
sity in time and space. It is typical of the an-
thropological approach to go right to—and live 
with—the local people, whether in northern 
Kenya, as described here, or in middle-class 
America.
 Anthropologists study human biology and 
culture in varied times and places and in a 
rapidly changing world. This account focuses 
on a remote population, the Ariaal of northern 
Kenya, whom anthropologists have been 
studying since the 1970s. In the account we 
learn about the multifaceted research inter-
ests that anthropologists have. Among the 
Ariaal, anthropologists have studied a range 
of topics, including kinship and marriage cus-
toms, confl ict, and even biomedical issues such 
as illness and body type and function. As you 
read this account, consider, too, what anthro-
pologists get from the people being studied 
and vice versa.

The Ariaal, a nomadic community of about 

10,000 people in northern Kenya, have been 

seized on by researchers since the 1970s, 

 after one anthropologist, Elliot Fratkin— 

stumbled upon them and began publishing 

his accounts of their lives. . . .

 Other researchers have done studies on 

everything from their cultural practices to 

their testosterone levels. National Geographic 

focused on the Ariaal in 1999, in an article on 

vanishing cultures.

 But over the years, more and more 

 Ariaal—like the Masai and the Turkana in 

 Kenya and the Tuaregs and Bedouins else-

where in Africa—are settling down. Many have 

emigrated closer to Marsabit, the nearest town, 

which has cellphone reception and even spo-

radic Internet access.

 The scientists continue to arrive in Ariaal 

country, with their notebooks, tents, and bi-

zarre queries, but now they document a semi- 

isolated people straddling modern life and 

more traditional ways.

 For Benjamin C. Campbell, a biological an-

thropologist at Boston University who was in-

troduced to the Ariaal by Dr. Fratkin, their way 

of life, diet, and cultural practices make them 

worthy of study.

 Other academics agree. Local residents say 

they have been asked over the years how 

many livestock they own (many), how many 

times they have had diarrhea in the last month 

(often) and what they ate the day before yes-

terday (usually meat, milk or blood).

 Ariaal women have been asked about the 

work they do, which seems to exceed that of 

the men, and about local marriage customs, 

which compel their prospective husbands to 

hand over livestock to their parents before the 

ceremony can take place. . . .

 The researchers may not know this, but the 

Ariaal have been studying them all these years 

as well.

 The Ariaal note that foreigners slather white 

liquid on their very white skin to protect them 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Remote and Poked, Anthropology’s 
Dream Tribe

Koitaton Garawale (left) is amused by questions posed by researcher Daniel Lemoille in 

Songa, Kenya. The Ariaal, a nomadic community of about 10,000 people in northern Kenya, 

have been studied since the 1970s by Elliot Fratkin and other anthropologists, representing 

various subfi elds.
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from the sun, and that many favor short pants 

that show off their legs and the clunky boots 

on their feet. Foreigners often partake of the 

local food but drink water out of bottles and 

munch on strange food in wrappers between 

meals, the Ariaal observe.

 The scientists leave tracks as well as mem-

ories behind. For instance, it is not uncommon 

to see nomads in T-shirts bearing university 

 logos, gifts from departing academics.

 In Lewogoso Lukumai, a circle of makeshift 

huts near the Ndoto Mountains, nomads 

rushed up to a visitor and asked excitedly in 

the Samburu language, “Where’s Elliot?”

 They meant Dr. Fratkin, who describes in 

his book “Ariaal Pastoralists of Kenya” how in 

1974 he stumbled upon the Ariaal, who had 

been little known until then. With money from 

the University of London and the Smithsonian 

Institution, he was traveling north from  Nairobi 

in search of isolated agro-pastoralist groups 

in Ethiopia. But a coup toppled Haile Selassie, 

then the emperor, and the border between 

the countries was closed. So as he sat in a bar 

in Marsabit, a boy approached and, mistaking 

him for a tourist, asked if he wanted to see 

the elephants in a nearby forest. When the as-

piring anthropologist declined, the boy asked 

if he wanted to see a traditional ceremony at 

a local village instead. That was Dr. Fratkin’s 

introduction to the Ariaal, who share cultural 

traits with the Samburu and Rendille tribes of 

Kenya.

 Soon after, he was living with the Ariaal, 

learning their language and customs while 

fi ghting off mosquitoes and fl eas in his hut of 

sticks covered with grass.

 The Ariaal wear sandals made from old tires 

and many still rely on their cows, camels and 

goats to survive. Drought is a regular feature of 

their world, coming in regular intervals and 

testing their durability.

 “I was young when Elliot fi rst arrived,” re-

called an Ariaal elder known as Lenampere in 

Lewogoso Lukumai, a settlement that moves 

from time to time to a new patch of sand. “He 

came here and lived with us. He drank milk 

and blood with us. After him, so many others 

came.” . . .

 Not all African tribes are as welcoming to 

researchers, even those with the necessary 

permits from government bureaucrats. But the 

Ariaal have a reputation for cooperating—in 

exchange, that is, for pocket money. “They 

think I’m stupid for asking dumb questions,” 

said Daniel Lemoille, headmaster of the school 

in Songa, a village outside of Marsabit for Ariaal 

nomads who have settled down, and a fre-

quent research assistant for visiting professors. 

“You have to try to explain that these same 

questions are asked to people all over the 

world and that their answers will help advance 

science.” . . .

 The Ariaal have no major gripes about the 

studies, although the local chief in Songa, 

 Stephen Lesseren, who wore a Boston Univer-

sity T-shirt the other day, said he wished their 

work would lead to more tangible benefi ts for 

his people.

 “We don’t mind helping people get their 

Ph.D.’s,” he said. “But once they get their 

Ph.D.’s, many of them go away. They don’t 

send us their reports . . . We want feedback. 

We want development.”

 Even when confl icts break out in the area, 

as happened this year as members of rival 

tribes slaughtered each other, victimizing the 

Ariaal, the research does not cease. With ten-

sions still high, John G. Galaty, an anthropolo-

gist at McGill University in Montreal who studies 

ethnic confl icts, arrived in northern Kenya to 

question them.

 In a study in The International Journal of 

 Impotence Research, Dr. Campbell found that 

Ariaal men with many wives showed less erec-

tile dysfunction than did men of the same age 

with fewer spouses.

 Dr. Campbell’s body image study, published 

in the Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology this 

year, also found that Ariaal men are much more 

consistent than men in other parts of the world 

in their views of the average man’s body [one 

like their own] and what they think women 

want [one like their own].

 Dr. Campbell came across no billboards 

or international magazines in Ariaal country 

and only one television in a local restaurant 

that played CNN, leading him to contend that 

Ariaal men’s views of their bodies were less 

affected by media images of burly male mod-

els with six-pack stomachs and rippling 

chests.

 To test his theories, a nonresearcher with-

out a Ph.D. showed a group of Ariaal men a 

copy of Men’s Health magazine full of pictures 

of impossibly well-sculpted men and women. 

The men looked on with rapt attention and ad-

mired the chiseled forms.

 “That one, I like,” said one nomad who was 

up in his years, pointing at a photo of a curvy 

woman who was clearly a regular at the gym. 

Another old-timer gazed at the bulging pecto-

ral muscles of a male bodybuilder in the maga-

zine and posed a question that got everybody 

talking. Was it a man, he asked, or a very, very 

strong woman?

SOURCE: Marc Lacey, “Remote and Poked, Anthropol-

ogy’s Dream Tribe.” From The New York Times, De-

cember 18, 2005. © 2005 The New York Times. All 

rights reserved. Used by permission and protected 

by the Copyright Laws of the United States. The 

printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmission of 

the Material without express written permission is 

prohibited. www.nytimes.com
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crease air pollution, deplete the ozone layer, and 
contribute to global warming. Many cultural 
patterns, such as overconsumption and pollu-
tion, appear to be maladaptive in the long run.

CULTURE’S EVOLUTIONARY 
BASIS
The human capacity for culture has an evolution-
ary basis that extends back at least 2.6 million 
years—to early toolmakers whose products sur-
vive in the archeological record (and most proba-
bly even further back, based on observation of 
tool use and manufacture by apes).
  Similarities between humans and apes, our 
closest relatives, are evident in anatomy, brain 
structure, genetics, and biochemistry. Most closely 
related to us are the African great apes: chimpan-
zees and gorillas. Hominidae is the zoological fam-
ily that includes fossil and living humans. Also 
included as hominids are chimps and gorillas. 
The term hominins is used for the group that 
leads to humans but not to chimps and gorillas 
and that encompasses all the human species that 
ever have existed.
  Many human traits refl ect the fact that our 
primate ancestors lived in the trees. These traits 
include grasping ability and manual dexterity 
(especially opposable thumbs), depth and color 
vision, learning ability based on a large brain, 
substantial parental investment in a limited 
number of offspring, and tendencies toward so-
ciality and cooperation. Like other primates, hu-
mans have fl exible, fi ve-fi ngered hands and 
opposable thumbs: each thumb can touch all the 
other fi ngers on the same hand. Like monkeys 
and apes, humans also have excellent depth 
and color vision. Our eyes are placed forward in 
the skull and look directly ahead, so that their 
fi elds of vision overlap. Depth perception, impos-
sible without overlapping visual fi elds, proved 
adaptive—e.g., for judging distance—in the 
trees. Having color and depth vision also facili-
tates the identifi cation of various food sources, 
as well as mutual grooming, picking out burrs, 
insects, and other small objects from hair. Such 
grooming is one way of forming and maintain-
ing social bonds.
  The combination of manual dexterity and 
depth perception allows monkeys, apes, and hu-
mans to pick up small objects, hold them in front 
of their eyes, and appraise them. Our ability to 
thread a needle refl ects an intricate interplay of 
hands and eyes that took millions of years of 
 primate evolution to achieve. Such dexterity, 
 including the opposable thumb, confers a tremen-
dous advantage in manipulating objects and is es-
sential to a major human adaptive capacity: tool 
making. In primates, and especially in humans, 

  What are some of the social repercussions of 
the economic change? Attitudes and behavior 
regarding marriage, family, and children have 
changed. Late marriage, “living together,” and 
divorce have become more common. The aver-
age age at fi rst marriage for American women 
rose from 20 in 1955 to 26 in 2007. The compa-
rable fi gures for men were 23 and 28 (U.S. 
 Census Bureau 2007). The number of currently 
divorced Americans more than quadrupled 
from 4 million in 1970 to about 23 million in 
2007 (Statistical Abstract of the United States  
2009). Work competes with marriage and family 
responsibilities and reduces the time available 
to invest in child care.
  Cultures are integrated not simply by their 
dominant economic activities and related social 
patterns but also by sets of values, ideas, sym-
bols, and judgments. Cultures train their indi-
vidual members to share certain personality 
traits. A set of characteristic central or core 
 values (key, basic, or central values) integrates 
each culture and helps distinguish it from oth-
ers. For instance, the work ethic and individual-
ism are core values that have integrated 
American culture for generations. Different sets 
of dominant values infl uence the patterns of 
other cultures.

Culture Can Be Adaptive 
and Maladaptive
As we saw in Chapter 1, humans have both bio-
logical and cultural ways of coping with environ-
mental stresses. Besides our biological means of 
adaptation, we also use “cultural adaptive kits,” 
which contain customary activities and tools. Al-
though humans continue to adapt biologically, 
reliance on social and cultural means of adapta-
tion has increased during human evolution.
  In this discussion of the adaptive features of 
our cultural behavior, let’s recognize that what’s 
good for the individual isn’t necessarily good 
for the group. Sometimes adaptive behavior that 
offers short-term benefi ts to particular individu-
als may harm the environment and threaten the 
group’s long-term survival. Economic growth 
may benefi t some people while it also depletes 
resources needed for society at large or for fu-
ture generations (Bennett 1969, p. 19). Despite 
the crucial role of cultural adaptation in human 
evolution, cultural traits, patterns, and inven-
tions also can be maladaptive, threatening the 
group’s continued existence (survival and re-
production). Air conditioners help us deal with 
heat, as fi res and furnaces protect us against the 
cold. Automobiles permit us to make a living by 
getting us from home to workplace. But the by-
products of such “benefi cial” technology often 
create new problems. Chemical emissions in-

hominid
Member of hominid 
 family; any fossil or living 
human, chimp, or gorilla.

hominins
Hominids excluding the 
African apes; all the hu-
man species that ever 
have existed.

core values
Key, basic, or central 
 values that integrate 
a culture.
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ing behavior—at Gombe Stream National Park in 
Tanzania, East Africa. The most studied form of 
ape tool making involves “termiting,” in which 
chimps make tools to probe termite hills. They 

the ratio of brain size to body size exceeds that of 
most mammals. Even more important, the brain’s 
outer layer—concerned with memory, associa-
tion, and integration—is relatively larger. Mon-
keys, apes, and humans store an array of images 
in their memories, which permits them to learn 
more. Such a capacity for learning is a tremen-
dous adaptive advantage. Like most other pri-
mates, humans usually give birth to a single 
offspring rather than a litter. Receiving more pa-
rental attention, that one infant has enhanced 
learning opportunities. The need for longer and 
more attentive care of offspring places a selective 
value on support by a social group. Humans have 
developed considerably the primate tendency to 
be social animals, living and interacting regularly 
with other members of their species.

What We Share with 
Other Primates
There is a substantial gap between primate society 
(organized life in groups) and fully developed 
human culture, which is based on symbolic 
thought. Nevertheless, studies of nonhuman pri-
mates reveal many similarities with humans, such 
as the ability to learn from experience and change 
behavior as a result. Apes and monkeys, like hu-
mans, learn throughout their lives. In one group 
of Japanese macaques (land-dwelling monkeys), 
for example, a three-year-old female started wash-
ing sweet potatoes before she ate them. First her 
mother, then her age peers, and fi nally the entire 
troop began washing sweet potatoes as well. The 
ability to benefi t from experience confers a tre-
mendous adaptive advantage, permitting the 
avoidance of fatal mistakes. Faced with environ-
mental change, humans and other primates don’t 
have to wait for a genetic or physiological re-
sponse. They can modify learned behavior and 
social patterns instead.

Although humans do employ tools much more 
than any other animal does, tool use also turns 
up among several nonhuman species, including 
birds, beavers, sea otters, and especially apes (see 
Mayell 2003). Nor are humans the only animals 
that make tools with a specifi c purpose in mind. 
Chimpanzees living in the Tai forest of Ivory 
Coast make and use stone tools to break open 
hard, golfball-sized nuts (Mercader, Panger, and 
Boesch 2002). At specifi c sites, the chimps gather 
nuts, place them on stumps or fl at rocks, which 
are used as anvils, and pound the nuts with 
heavy stones. The chimps must select hammer 
stones suited to smashing the nuts and carry 
them to where the nut trees grow. Nut cracking is 
a learned skill, with mothers showing their young 
how to do it.
  In 1960, Jane Goodall (1996) began observing 
wild chimps—including their tool use and hunt-

Among those who have visited Bulgaria, discussions about the coun-
try and its customs almost always turn to traditional Bulgarian hos-
pitality. Life in Bulgaria is organized around social relations and 

maintenance of those relations. Hospitality is just one expression of this 
social dependency. Bulgarians visit regularly with friends and relatives, 
needing no special occasion or purpose. “Dropping in” is not discour-
aged or seen as an inconvenience. Guests are always welcomed and ac-
commodated. The idea that a guest is the most important person in the 
house is deeply rooted in the Bulgarian mentality and is expressed in 
many folk tales (so children learn the custom at a young age). Once you 
enter the home of your host, you are immediately invited to the table. No 
matter the time of day, you will be offered some kind of food and drink. 
Indeed, refusing to eat or drink may upset the host. In Bulgaria, sharing 
the bread and salt on the table symbolizes sharing one’s fortune and thus 
establishing a strong social relationship—you will not be left hungry or 
thirsty as long as you have family and friends. Bulgarian hospitality goes 
further when it comes to spending the night; no matter how small your 
host’s house or apartment, there will always be a place for you. Accepting 
hospitality is not seen as taking advantage because giving and sharing are 
reciprocal—the host will expect to be treated the same way when return-
ing the visit.
  Before I came to the United States, I thought that such hospitality 
was universal. Not until I became acquainted with the American idea of 
individualism did I begin to appreciate traditional Bulgarian hospitality 
and what it means to its people. In the United States, independence 
and individualism are essential parts of the culture. There are unwritten 
rules when it comes to making social visits. Arriving unannounced is 
usually frowned upon, and punctuality is also very important. Concern 
for following these rules and not violating another’s personal space 
means that visits are usually made in response to an invitation or on 
special occasions.
  Although many Americans argue that individualism helps people 
become more responsible, self-confi dent, and independent, it is inter-
preted very differently through the eyes of foreigners. As a primary 
feature of American society, individualism has affected social relation-
ships between family members and friends to a signifi cant extent—
making it possible for individuals to become isolated and lonely. As 
social contacts are reduced, people become more alienated, turning 
into strangers to each other.

Bulgarian Hospitality
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chimp hunting and tool making, we can infer that 
hominids may have been hunting much earlier 
than the fi rst archaeological evidence attests. Be-
cause chimps typically devour the monkeys they 
kill, leaving few remains, we may never fi nd 
 archaeological evidence for the fi rst hominin 
hunt, especially if it was done without stone 
tools.

How We Differ from 
Other Primates
Although chimps often share meat from a hunt, 
apes and monkeys (except for nursing infants) 
tend to feed themselves individually. Coopera-
tion and sharing are much more developed among 
humans. Until fairly recently (12,000 to 10,000 
years ago), all humans were hunter-gatherers 
who lived in small social groups called bands. In 
some world areas, the hunter-gatherer way of life 
persisted into recent times, permitting study by 
ethnographers. In such societies, men and women 
bring resources back to the camp and share them. 
Everyone shares the meat from a large animal. 
Nourished and protected by younger band 
members, elders live past reproductive age and 
are respected for their knowledge and experi-
ence. Humans are among the most cooperative 
of the primates—in the food quest and other so-
cial activities. As well, the amount of informa-
tion stored in a human band is far greater than 
that in any other primate group.

Another difference between humans and other 
primates involves mating. Among baboons and 
chimps, most mating occurs when females enter 
estrus, during which they ovulate. In estrus, the 
vaginal area swells and reddens, and receptive 
females form temporary bonds with, and mate 
with, males. Human females, by contrast, lack a 
visible estrus cycle, and their ovulation is con-
cealed. Not knowing when ovulation is occur-
ring, humans maximize their reproductive 
success by mating throughout the year. Human 
pair bonds for mating are more exclusive and 
more durable than are those of chimps. Related 
to our more constant sexuality, all human societ-
ies have some form of marriage. Marriage gives 
mating a reliable basis and grants to each spouse 
special, though not always exclusive, sexual 
rights in the other.
  Marriage creates another major contrast be-
tween humans and nonhuman primates: exog-
amy and kinship systems. Most cultures have 
rules of exogamy requiring marriage outside 
one’s kin or local group. Coupled with the recog-
nition of kinship, exogamy confers adaptive ad-
vantages. It creates ties between the spouses’ 
different groups of origin. Their children have 
relatives, and therefore allies, in two kin groups 
rather than just one. The key point here is that ties 

choose twigs, 
which they 

modify by re-
moving leaves 

and peeling off 
bark to expose the 

sticky surface beneath. 
They carry the twigs to ter-
mite hills, dig holes with 

their fi ngers, and insert the 
twigs. Finally, they pull out the 

twigs and dine on termites that were attracted to 
the sticky surface. Given what is known about ape 
tool use and manufacture, it is almost certain that 
early hominins shared this ability, although the 
fi rst evidence for hominin stone tool making dates 
back only 2.6 million years. Upright bipedalism 
would have permitted the carrying and use of tools 
and weapons against predators and competitors.

The apes have other abilities essential to cul-
ture. Wild chimps and orangs aim and throw 
objects. Gorillas build nests, and they throw 
branches, grass, vines, and other objects. Homi-
nins have elaborated the capacity to aim and 
throw, without which we never would have de-
veloped projectile technology and weaponry—
or baseball.
  Like tool making, hunting once was cited as a 
distinctive human activity not shared with the 
apes. Again, however, primate research shows 
that other primates, especially chimpanzees, are 
habitual hunters. For example, in Uganda’s Kibale 
National Park chimps form large hunting parties, 
including an average of 26 individuals (almost al-
ways adult and adolescent males). Most hunts 
(78 percent) result in at least one prey item being 
caught—a much higher success rate than that 
among lions (26 percent), hyenas (34 percent), or 
cheetahs (30 percent). Chimps’ favored prey there 

is the red colobus monkey (Mitani and Watts 
1999).

Archaeological evidence suggests that 
humans hunted by at least 2.6 million 
years ago, based on stone meat-cutting 
tools found at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania. 
Given our current understanding of 

choose twigs, 
which they 

modify by re-
moving leaves 

and peeling off 
bark to expose the 

sticky surface beneath. 
They carry the twigs to ter-
mite hills, dig holes with 

their fi ngers, and insert the
twigs Finally they pull out the

Primates have fi ve-

digited feet and 

hands, well suited 

for grasping. Flexible 

hands and feet that 

could encircle 

branches were im-

portant features in 

the early primates’ 

arboreal life. In 

adapting to bipedal 

(two-footed) locomo-

tion, hominids elimi-

nated most of the 

foot’s grasping 

ability—illustrated 

here by the 

chimpanzee.

Map 2 locates major 
primate groups, 
including monkeys 
and apes.

anthropology ATLAS
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incest, which is discouraged and punished in a 
variety of ways in different cultures. If incest is 
prohibited, exogamy—marriage outside one’s 
group—is inevitable. Because it links human 
groups together into larger networks, exogamy 
has been crucial in human evolution.

Generality
Between universals and uniqueness (see the next 
section) is a middle ground that consists of cul-
tural generalities. These are regularities that oc-
cur in different times and places but not in all 
cultures. Societies can share the same beliefs and 
customs because of borrowing or through (cul-
tural) inheritance from a common cultural an-
cestor. Speaking English is a generality shared 
by North Americans and Australians because 
both countries had English settlers. Another rea-
son for generalities is domination, as in colonial 
rule, when customs  and procedures are imposed 
on one culture by another one that is more pow-
erful. In many countries, use of the English lan-
guage refl ects colonial history. More recently, 
English has spread through diffusion (cultural 
borrowing) to many other countries, as it has be-
come the world’s foremost language for business 
and travel.
  Cultural generalities also can arise through in-
dependent invention of the same cultural trait or 
pattern in two or more different cultures. For ex-
ample, farming arose through independent in-
vention in the Eastern (e.g., the Middle East) and 
Western (e.g., Mexico) Hemispheres. Similar 
needs and circumstances have led people in dif-
ferent lands to innovate in parallel ways. They 
have independently come up with the same cul-
tural solution to a common problem.
  One cultural generality that is present in many 
but not all societies is the nuclear family, a kinship 

of affection and mutual sup-
port between members of 
different local groups tend to 
be absent among primates 
other than Homo. Other pri-
mates tend to disperse at ad-
olescence. Among chimps 
and gorillas, females tend to 
migrate, seeking mates in 
other groups. Humans also 
choose mates from outside 
the natal group, and usually 
at least one spouse moves. 
However, humans maintain 
lifelong ties with sons and 
daughters. The systems of kin-
ship and marriage that pre-
serve these links provide a 
major contrast between hu-
mans and other primates.

UNIVERSALITY, GENERALITY, 
AND PARTICULARITY
In studying human diversity in time and space, 
anthropologists distinguish among the univer-
sal, the generalized, and the particular. Certain 
biological, psychological, social, and cultural 
features are universal, found in every culture. 
Others are merely generalities, common to sev-
eral but not all human groups. Still other traits 
are particularities, unique to certain cultural 
traditions.

Universality
Universal traits are the ones that more or less dis-
tinguish Homo sapiens from other species (see 
Brown 1991). Biologically based universals in-
clude a long period of infant dependency, year-
round (rather than seasonal) sexuality, and a 
complex brain that enables us to use symbols, lan-
guages, and tools. Psychological universals in-
volve common ways in which humans think, feel, 
and process information. Most such universals 
probably refl ect human biological universals, 
such as the structure of the human brain or cer-
tain physical differences between men and 
women, or children and adults.
 Among the social universals is life in groups 
and in some kind of family. In all human societies, 
culture organizes social life and depends on social 
interactions for its expression and continuation. 
Family living and food sharing are universals. 
Among the most signifi cant cultural universals 
are exogamy and the incest taboo (prohibition 
against marrying or mating with a close relative). 
All cultures consider some people (various cul-
tures differ about which people) too closely related 
to mate or marry. The violation of this taboo is 

universal
Something that exists in 
every culture.

generality
Culture pattern or trait 
that exists in some but 
not all societies.

particularity
Distinctive or unique 
culture trait, pattern, 
or integration.

Tool use by chimps. 

These chimps in 

 Liberia are using 

stone tools to crack 

palm nuts, as de-

scribed in the text.
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the nuclear family is submerged in larger kin 
groups, such as extended families, lineages, and 
clans. However, the nuclear family is prominent 
in many of the technologically simple societies 
that live by hunting and gathering. It is also 
a signifi cant kin group among contemporary 
middle-class North Americans and Western Eu-
ropeans. Later, an explanation of the nuclear 
family as a basic kinship unit in specifi c types of 
society will be given.

Particularity: Patterns of Culture
A cultural particularity is a trait or feature of cul-
ture that is not generalized or widespread; rather, 
it is confi ned to a single place, culture, or society. 
Yet because of cultural borrowing, which has ac-
celerated through modern transportation and 
communication systems, traits that once were 
limited in their distribution have become more 
widespread. Traits that are useful, that have the 
capacity to please large audiences, and that don’t 
clash with the cultural values of potential adopt-
ers are more likely to be borrowed than others 
are. Still, certain cultural particularities persist. 
One example would be a particular food dish 
(e.g., pork barbeque with a mustard-based sauce 
available only in South Carolina, or the pastie—
beef stew baked in pie dough—characteristic of 
Michigan’s upper peninsula). Besides diffusion, 
which, for example, has spread McDonald’s 
food outlets, once confi ned to San Bernardino, 
California, across the globe, there are other rea-
sons why cultural particularities are increasingly 
rare. Many cultural traits are shared as cultural 
universals and as a result of independent inven-
tion. Facing similar problems, people in different 
places have come up with similar solutions. Again 
and again, similar cultural causes have produced 
similar cultural results.
  At the level of the individual cultural trait or 
element (e.g., bow and arrow, hot dog, MTV), 
particularities may be getting rarer. But at a 
higher level, particularity is more obvious. Dif-
ferent cultures emphasize different things. Cul-
tures are integrated and patterned differently and 
display tremendous variation and diversity. When 
cultural traits are borrowed, they are modifi ed 
to fi t the culture that adopts them. They are 
 reintegrated—patterned anew—to fi t their new 
setting. MTV in Germany or Brazil isn’t at all 
the same thing as MTV in the United States. As 
was stated in the earlier section “Culture Is Inte-
grated,” patterned beliefs, customs, and prac-
tices lend distinctiveness to particular cultural 
traditions.
  Consider universal life-cycle events, such as 
birth, puberty, marriage, parenthood, and death, 
which many cultures observe and celebrate. The 
occasions (e.g., marriage, death) may be the 

group consisting of parents and children. 
Although many middle-class Americans 
ethnocentrically view the nuclear family 
as a proper and “natural” group, it is not 
universal. It was absent, for example, 
among the Nayars, who live on the 
 Malabar Coast of India. Traditionally, 
the Nayars lived in female-headed 

households, and husbands and wives did 
not live together. In many other societies, 

Cultures use rituals to mark such universal life-cycle events as birth, puberty, 

marriage, parenthood, and death. But particular cultures differ as to which 

events merit special celebration and in the emotions expressed during their 

rituals. Compare the wedding party (top) in Bali, Indonesia, with the funeral 

(bottom) among the Tanala of eastern Madagascar. How would you describe 

the emotions suggested by the photos?

Map 12 shows 
patterns of world 
land use around 500 
years ago. The 
different economic 
types are examples 
of cultural 
generalities.

anthropology ATLAS
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individuals and groups in the same culture. 
Golden arches may cause one person to salivate, 
while another person plots a vegetarian protest. 
The same fl ag may be waved to support or op-
pose a given war.
  Even when they agree about what should and 
shouldn’t be done, people don’t always do as 
their culture directs or as other people expect. 
Many rules are violated, some very often (e.g., au-
tomobile speed limits). Some anthropologists fi nd 
it useful to distinguish between ideal culture and 
real culture. The ideal culture consists of what peo-
ple say they should do and what they say they do. 
Real culture refers to their actual behavior as ob-
served by the anthropologist.
  Culture is both public and individual, both in 
the world and in people’s minds. Anthropologists 
are interested not only in public and collective be-
havior but also in how individuals think, feel, and 
act. The individual and culture are linked because 
human social life is a process in which individu-
als internalize the meanings of public (i.e., cul-
tural) messages. Then, alone and in groups, 
people infl uence culture by converting their pri-
vate (and often divergent) understandings into 
public expressions (D’Andrade 1984).
  Conventionally, culture has been seen as social 
glue transmitted across the generations, binding 
people through their common past, rather than 

same and universal, but the patterns of ceremo-
nial observance may be dramatically different. 
Cultures vary in just which events merit special 
celebration. Americans, for example, regard ex-
pensive weddings as more socially appropriate 
than lavish funerals. However, the Betsileo of 
Madagascar take the opposite view. The mar-
riage ceremony is a minor event that brings to-
gether just the couple and a few close relatives. 
However, a funeral is a measure of the deceased 
person’s social position and lifetime achieve-
ment, and it may attract a thousand people. 
Why use money on a house, the Betsileo say, 
when one can use it on the tomb where one will 
spend eternity in the company of dead relatives? 
How unlike contemporary Americans’ dreams 
of home ownership and preference for quick 
and inexpensive funerals. Cremation, an in-
creasingly common option in the United States, 
would horrify the Betsileo, for whom ancestral 
bones and relics are important ritual objects.
  Cultures vary tremendously in their beliefs, 
practices, integration, and patterning. By focus-
ing on and trying to explain alternative customs, 
anthropology forces us to reappraise our familiar 
ways of thinking. In a world full of cultural diver-
sity, contemporary American culture is just one 
cultural variant, more powerful perhaps, but no 
more natural, than the others.

CULTURE AND THE 
INDIVIDUAL: AGENCY 
AND PRACTICE
Generations of anthropologists have theorized 
about the relationship between the “system,” on 
the one hand, and the “person” or “individual,” 
on the other. The “system” can refer to various 
concepts, including culture, society, social rela-
tions, and social structure. Individual human be-
ings always make up, or constitute, the system. 
But, living within that system, humans also are 
constrained (to some extent, at least) by its rules 
and by the actions of other individuals. Cultural 
rules provide guidance about what to do and 
how to do it, but people don’t always do what 
the rules say should be done. People use their 
culture actively and creatively, rather than blindly 
following its dictates. Humans aren’t passive be-
ings who are doomed to follow their cultural tra-
ditions like programmed robots. Instead, people 
learn, interpret, and manipulate the same rules in 
different ways—or they emphasize different 
rules that better suit their interests. Culture is 
contested: Different groups in society struggle 
with one another over whose ideas, values, goals, 
and beliefs will prevail. Even common symbols 
may have radically different meanings to different 

Illustrating the international level of culture, Roman 

Catholics in different nations share knowledge, sym-

bols, beliefs, and values transmitted by their church. 

Shown here is a Catholic seminary in Xian, China. 

 Besides religious conversion, what other forces work 

to spread international culture?
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tures also contain diversity. Individuals, families, 
communities, regions, classes, and other groups 
within a culture have different learning experi-
ences as well as shared ones. Subcultures are dif-
ferent symbol-based patterns and traditions 
associated with particular groups in the same 
complex society. In a large nation like the United 
States or Canada, subcultures originate in region, 
ethnicity, language, class, and religion. The reli-
gious backgrounds of Jews, Baptists, and Roman 
Catholics create subcultural differences between 
them. While sharing a common national culture, 
U.S. northerners and southerners also differ in 
 aspects of their beliefs, values, and customary 
 behavior as a result of regional variation. French-
speaking Canadians contrast with English-
speaking people in the same country. Italian 
Americans have ethnic traditions different from 
those of Irish, Polish, and African Americans. 
Using sports and foods, Table 2.1 gives some 
 examples of international, national, and  subculture. 
Soccer and basketball are played internationally. 
Monster-truck rallies are held throughout the 
United States. Bocci is a bowling-like sport from 
Italy still played in some Italian American neigh-
borhoods.
  Nowadays, many anthropologists are reluc-
tant to use the term subculture. They feel that the 
prefi x “sub-” is offensive because it means “be-
low.” “Subcultures” may thus be perceived as 
“less than” or somehow inferior to a dominant, 
elite, or national culture. In this discussion of 
levels of culture, I intend no such implication. 
My point is simply that nations may contain 
many different culturally defi ned groups. As 
mentioned earlier, culture is contested. Various 
groups may strive to promote the correctness 
and value of their own practices, values, and 
 beliefs in comparison with those of other groups 
or of the nation as a whole. (This chapter’s 
 “Appreciating Diversity” demonstrates how 
contemporary indigenous groups have to grap-
ple with multiple levels of culture, contestation, 
and political regulation.) 

as something being continually created and re-
worked in the present. The tendency to view cul-
ture as an entity rather than a process is changing. 
Contemporary anthropologists now emphasize 
how day-to-day action, practice, or resistance can 
make and remake culture (Gupta and Ferguson, 
eds. 1997b). Agency refers to the actions that indi-
viduals take, both alone and in groups, in form-
ing and transforming cultural identities.
  The approach to culture known as practice 
 theory (Ortner 1984) recognizes that individuals 
within a society or culture have diverse motives 
and intentions and different degrees of power 
and infl uence. Such contrasts may be associated 
with gender, age, ethnicity, class, and other so-
cial variables. Practice theory focuses on how 
such varied individuals—through their ordi-
nary and extraordinary actions and practices—
manage to infl uence, create, and transform the 
world they live in. Practice theory appropri-
ately recognizes a reciprocal relation between 
culture (the system—see above) and the indi-
vidual. The system shapes the way individuals 
experience and respond to external events, but 
individuals also play an active role in the way 
society functions and changes. Practice theory 
recognizes both constraints on individuals and 
the fl exibility and changeability of cultures and 
social systems.

Levels of Culture
Of increasing importance in today’s world are 
the distinctions between different levels of cul-
ture: national, international, and subcultural. 
 National culture refers to those beliefs, learned 
behavior patterns, values, and institutions that 
are shared by citizens of the same nation. Inter-
national culture is the term for cultural traditions 
that extend beyond and across national boundar-
ies. Because culture is transmitted through learn-
ing rather than genetically, cultural traits can 
spread through borrowing or diffusion from one 
group to another.
  Because of borrowing, colonialism, migration, 
and multinational organizations, many cultural 
traits and patterns have international scope. For 
example, Roman Catholics in many different 
countries share beliefs, symbols, experiences, 
and values transmitted by their church. The con-
temporary United States, Canada, Great Britain, 
and Australia share cultural traits they have in-
herited from their common linguistic and cul-
tural ancestors in Great Britain. The World Cup 
has become an international cultural event, as 
people in many countries know the rules of, play, 
and follow soccer.
  Cultures also can be smaller than nations (see 
Jenks 2004). Although people who live in the same 
country share a national cultural tradition, all cul-

national culture
Cultural features shared 
by citizens of the same 
nation.

international culture
Cultural traditions that 
extend beyond national 
boundaries.

TABLE 2.1 Levels of Culture, 
with Examples from Sports and Foods

LEVEL OF SPORTS FOOD
CULTURE EXAMPLES EXAMPLES

International Soccer,  Pizza
 basketball

National Monster-truck  Apple pie
 rallies 

Subculture Bocci  Big Joe Pork 
Barbeque 
(South Carolina)

subcultures
Different cultural tradi-
tions associated with 
subgroups in the same 
nation.
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understand how the people in that culture see 
things. What motivates them—what are they 
thinking—when they do those things? Such 
an approach does not preclude making 
moral judgments. In the FGM example, 
one can understand the motivations for 
the practice only by looking at things 
from the point of view of the people 
who engage in it. Having done this, one 
then faces the moral question of what, if 
anything, to do about it.
  We also should recognize that different 
people and groups within the same society—
for example, women versus men or old versus 
young—can have widely different views about 
what is proper, necessary, and moral. When 
there are power differentials in a society, a 
 particular practice may be supported by some 
people more than others (e.g., old men versus 
young men). In trying to understand the mean-
ing of a practice or belief within any cultural 
context, we should ask who is relatively advan-
taged and disadvantaged by that custom. Can 
you think of a practice or belief in your own cul-
ture that is based on, and serves to maintain, 
 social inequalities?
 The idea of human rights invokes a realm of 
justice and morality beyond and superior to par-
ticular countries, cultures, and religions. Human 
rights, usually seen as vested in individuals, in-
clude the right to speak freely, to hold religious 
beliefs without persecution, and not to be mur-
dered, injured, enslaved, or imprisoned without 
charge. These rights are not ordinary laws that 
particular governments make and enforce. Hu-
man rights are seen as inalienable (nations cannot 
abridge or terminate them) and international 
(larger than and superior to individual nations 
and cultures). Four United Nations documents 
describe nearly all the human rights that have 
been internationally recognized. Those docu-
ments are the UN Charter; the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights; the Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights; and the Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights.
  Alongside the human rights movement has 
arisen an awareness of the need to preserve cul-
tural rights. Unlike human rights, cultural rights 
are vested not in individuals but in groups, in-
cluding indigenous peoples and religious and 
ethnic minorities. Cultural rights include a 
group’s ability to raise its children in the ways of 
its forebears, to continue its language, and not to 
be deprived of its economic base by the nation in 
which it is located (Greaves 1995). Many coun-
tries have signed pacts endorsing, for cultural 
 minorities within nations, such rights as self- 
determination; some degree of home rule; and the 
right to practice the group’s religion, culture, and 
language. The related notion of indigenous intel-
lectual property rights (IPR) has arisen in an 

Ethnocentrism, Cultural 
Relativism, and Human Rights
Ethnocentrism is the tendency to view one’s 
own culture as superior and to use one’s own 
standards and values in judging outsiders. We 
witness ethnocentrism when people consider 
their own cultural beliefs to be truer, more 
proper, or more moral than those of other 
groups. However, fundamental to anthropology, 
as the study of human diversity, is the fact that 
what is alien (even disgusting) to us may be nor-
mal, proper, and prized elsewhere (see the pre-
vious discussion of cultural particularities, 
including burial customs). The fact of cultural 
diversity calls ethnocentrism into question, as 
anthropologists have shown all kinds of reasons 
for unfamiliar practices. During a course like 
this, anthropology students often reexamine 
their own ethnocentric beliefs. Sometimes as the 
strange becomes familiar, the familiar seems a 
bit stranger and less comfortable. One goal of 
anthropology is to show the value in the lives of 
others. But how far is too far? What happens 
when cultural practices, values, and rights come 
into confl ict with human rights?
  Several cultures in Africa and the Middle East 
have customs requiring female genital modifi ca-
tion. Clitoridectomy is the removal of a girl’s clito-
ris. Infi bulation involves sewing the lips (labia) of 
the vagina to constrict the vaginal opening. Both 
procedures reduce female sexual pleasure and, it 
is believed in some societies, the likelihood of 
adultery. Although traditional in the societies 
where they occur, such practices, characterized 
as female genital mutilation (FGM), have been 
opposed by human rights advocates, especially 
women’s rights groups. The idea is that the cus-
tom infringes on a basic human right: disposition 
over one’s body and one’s sexuality. Indeed, such 
practices are fading as a result of worldwide at-
tention to the problem and changing sex-gender 
roles. Some African countries have banned or 
otherwise discouraged the procedures, as have 
Western nations that receive immigration from 
such cultures. Similar issues arise with circumci-
sion and other male genital operations. Is it right 
for a baby boy to be circumcised without his per-
mission, as routinely has been done in the United 
States? Is it proper to require adolescent boys to 
undergo collective circumcision to fulfi ll cultural 
traditions, as is done traditionally in parts of Af-
rica and Australia?
 According to an idea known as cultural rela-
tivism, it is inappropriate to use outside stan-
dards to judge behavior in a given society; such 
behavior should be evaluated in the context of 
the culture in which it occurs. Anthropologists 
employ cultural relativism not as a moral belief 
but as a methodological position: In order to un-
derstand another culture fully, we must try to 

ethnocentrism
Judging other cultures 
using one’s own cultural 
standards.

Map 10 locates 
classic ethnographic 
fi eld sites—”cultures” 
or societies already 
studied by 1950.

anthropology ATLAS

human rights
Rights based on justice 
and morality beyond and 
superior to particular 
countries, cultures, and 
religions.

cultural rights
Rights vested in religious 
and ethnic minorities 
and indigenous 
societies.

cultural relativism
Idea that to know 
another culture requires 
full understanding of 
its members’ beliefs 
and motivations.

 IPR
Intellectual property 
rights; an indigenous 
group’s collective 
 knowledge and its 
applications.
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Cultures are diverse but not isolated. Through-
out human history links between groups have 
been provided by cultural practices such as mar-
riage, kinship, religion, trade, travel, exploration, 
and conquest. For centuries, indigenous peoples 
have been exposed to a world system. Contem-
porary forces and events make even the illusion 
of autonomy hard to maintain. Nowadays, as is 
described here, members of local cultures and 
communities must heed not only their own cus-
toms but also agencies, laws, and lawsuits oper-
ating at the national and international levels.
 As you read this account and this chapter on 
culture, pay attention to the various kinds of 
rights being asserted—animal rights, cultural 
rights, economic rights, legal rights, and human 
rights—and how those rights might clash. Also 
consider the different levels of culture and of po-
litical representation (local, regional, national, and 
global) that determine how contemporary people 
such as the Makah live their lives and maintain 
their traditions. Think, too, about the minimal im-
pact on whale populations of the Makah hunt 
compared with commercial whaling. Today, cul-
tural connections come increasingly through the 
Internet, as indigenous groups, including the 
Makah, maintain their own websites—forums for 
discussions of whaling and other issues of interest 
to them. Check out http://www.makah.com/.

The whaling canoes are stored in a wooden 

shed, idle for the past six years. They were last 

used when the Makah Indians were allowed to 

take their harpoons and a .50-caliber rifl e and 

set out on their fi rst whale hunt since the late 

1920s.

  There were eight young men in a canoe 

with a red hummingbird, a symbol of speed, 

painted on the tip. There were motorboats fer-

rying other hunters, news helicopters, and ani-

mal rights activists in speedboats and even a 

submarine.

  On May 17, 1999, a week into the hunt, the 

Makah killed a 30-ton gray whale, striking it 

with harpoons and then killing it with a gunshot 

to the back of the head.

  That rainy spring day remains etched in the 

minds of many Makah as a defi ning moment in 

their efforts to reach back to their cultural and 

historical roots. It was their fi rst kill in seven 

decades, and it was their last since they were 

stopped by court rulings. They have asked the 

federal government for permission to resume 

hunting, and public meetings on the request 

are scheduled for October.

  The Makah, a tribe of about 1,500 near the 

mouth of the Strait of Juan de Fuca on the 

Olympic Peninsula, see themselves as whalers 

and continue to identify themselves spiritually 

with whales.

  “Everybody felt like it was a part of making 

history,” Micah L. McCarty, a tribal council 

member, said of the 1999 hunt. “It’s inspired a 

cultural renaissance, so to speak. It inspired a 

lot of people to learn artwork and become 

more active in building canoes; the younger 

generation took a more keen interest in singing 

and dancing.”

  The Makah, a tribe of mostly fi shermen that 

faces serious poverty and high unemployment, 

were guaranteed the right to hunt whales in an 

1855 treaty with the United States, the only tribe 

with such a treaty provision. Whaling had been 

the tribe’s mainstay for thousands of years.

  But the tribe decided to stop hunting whales 

early in the 20th century, when commercial 

harvesting had depleted the species. Whale 

hunting was later strictly regulated nationally 

and internationally, and the United States listed 

the Northern Pacifi c gray whale, the one most 

available to the Makah, as endangered.

  The protections helped the whales rebound, 

and they were taken off the endangered list in 

1994. Several years later, the Makah won per-

mission to hunt again, along with a $100,000 

federal grant to set up a whaling commission.

  By the time they were ready, none of the 

Makah had witnessed a whale hunt or even 

tasted the meat, hearing only stories passed 

down through the generations. They learned that 

the whale was a touchstone of Makah culture—

the tribe’s logo today pictures an eagle perched 

on a whale—and that the tribe’s economy was 

built around the lucrative trade with Europeans 

in whale oil, used for heating and lighting, during 

the 18th and early 19th centuries.

  For a year before the 1999 hunt, the new 

Makah whale hunters prepared for their sacra-

mental pursuit, training in canoes on the cold 

and choppy waters of the Pacifi c Ocean, pray-

ing on the beach in the mornings and at the 

dock in the evenings.

  Animal rights groups were preparing, too. 

When the hunt began, the small reservation 

and its surrounding waters were teeming with 

news helicopters and protest groups. On that 

May afternoon, when the protesters were 

somewhere off the reservation, the Makah 

killed their whale. They held a huge celebration 

on the beach, where 15 men were waiting to 

butcher the animal, its meat later kippered and 

stewed.

  But the protests and the television cameras 

“took a lot of the spirituality out of it,” said Dave 

Sones, vice chairman of the tribal council.

  Mr. McCarty said, “I equate it with interrupt-

ing High Mass.”

  The Makah went whale hunting, largely 

 unnoticed, again in 2000, paddling out on a 

32-foot cedar whaling canoe, but they did not 

catch anything. Soon after, animal rights 

groups, including the Humane Society of the 

United States, sued to stop the hunting. In 

2002, an appeals court declared the hunting il-

legal, saying the National Oceanic and Atmo-

spheric Administration had not adequately 

studied the impact of Makah hunting on the 

survival of the whale species.

appreciating
D I V E R S I T Y

Culture Clash: Makah Seek 
Return to Whaling Past
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unlike the gray whale, is listed as endangered, 

said Brian Gorman, a spokesman for the oce-

anic agency.

  Despite their treaty rights, the Makah were 

not granted an exemption under the 1972 act. 

Last February, the tribe asked the agency for a 

waiver that would grant them permanent rights 

to kill up to 20 gray whales in any fi ve-year pe-

riod, which they insist they already have under 

their 1855 treaty.

  The Makah’s request is “setting a danger-

ous precedent,” said Naomi Rose, a marine 

mammal scientist for the Humane Society.

  The Alaska hunting, Ms. Rose said, “is a true 

subsistence hunt,” whereas the Makah, who 

view whale hunting mostly as ceremonial, are 

pursuing “cultural whaling” that is not essential 

to their diet.

  “There are too many other bad actors out 

there” who might try to apply for waivers too, 

she said. The Makah “have a treaty right, but 

we’re asking them not to exercise it,” she said. 

But other environmental groups, including 

Greenpeace, which is adamantly opposed to 

the commercial harvesting of whales, have re-

mained neutral on the Makah’s quest.

  “No indigenous hunt has ever destroyed 

whale populations,” said John Hocevar, an 

oceans specialist with Greenpeace. “And look-

ing at the enormous other threats to whales 

and putting the Makah whaling in context, it’s 

pretty different.”

  Mr. Gorman, of the federal fi sheries agency, 

said: “They have a treaty right that the U.S. gov-

ernment signed. It doesn’t take an international 

lawyer to fi gure out that they do have this 

treaty.”

SOURCE: Sarah Kershaw, “In Petition to Government, 

Tribe Hopes for Return to Whaling Past.” From The 

New York Times, September 19, 2005. © 2005 The 

New York Times. All rights reserved. Used by permis-

sion and protected by the Copyright Laws of the 

United States. The printing, copying, redistribution, 

or retransmission of the Material without express writ-

ten permission is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

Dewey Johnson and his son Michael (top) show their support for fellow Makah tribe members 

at Neah Bay, Washington, in their quest to hunt gray whales for the fi rst time in 70 years. 

Sea Shepherd captain Paul Watson stands at Neah Bay beside a 25-foot submarine painted to 

look like an orca whale (below). This ship emits orca sounds that can scare away gray whales. 

Watson leads the opposition against Makah whaling, which was declared illegal in 2002.

  Despite the strict national and international 

regulations on whale hunting, several tribes of 

Alaska Natives, subsistence whale hunters for 

centuries, are exempt from provisions of the 

1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act, allowing 

them to hunt the bowhead whale. That species, 
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record their existence and determine their causes 
and the motivations behind them. Each anthro-
pologist has a choice about where he or she will 
do fi eld work. Some anthropologists choose not 
to study a particular culture because they dis-
cover in advance or early in fi eld work that be-
havior they consider morally repugnant is 
practiced there. When confronted with such be-
havior, each anthropologist must make a judg-
ment about what, if anything, to do about it. 
What do you think?

MECHANISMS OF 
CULTURAL CHANGE
Why and how do cultures change? One way is 
diffusion, or borrowing of traits between cul-
tures. Such exchange of information and products 
has gone on throughout human history because 
cultures have never been truly isolated. Contact 
between neighboring groups has always existed 
and has extended over vast areas (Boas 1940/1966). 
Diffusion is direct when two cultures trade, inter-
marry, or wage war on one another. Diffusion is 
forced when one culture subjugates another and 
imposes its customs on the dominated group. Dif-
fusion is indirect when items move from group A 
to group C via group B without any fi rsthand 
contact between A and C. In this case, group B 
might consist of traders or merchants who take  

 attempt to conserve each society’s cultural base—
its core beliefs and principles. IPR are claimed as 
a cultural right, allowing indigenous groups to 
control who may know and use their collective 
knowledge and its applications. Much traditional 
cultural knowledge has commercial value. Exam-
ples include ethnomedicine (traditional medical 
knowledge and techniques), cosmetics, cultivated 
plants, foods, folklore, arts, crafts, songs, dances, 
costumes, and rituals. According to the IPR con-
cept, a particular group may determine how its 
indigenous knowledge and the products of that 
knowledge are used and distributed, and the 
level of compensation required. (This chapter’s 
“Appreciating Diversity” discusses how notions 
of human, cultural, and animal rights may come 
into confl ict.)
  The notion of cultural rights recalls the previ-
ous discussion of cultural relativism, and the is-
sue raised there arises again. What does one do 
about cultural rights that interfere with human 
rights? I believe that anthropology, as the scien-
tifi c study of human diversity, should strive to 
present accurate accounts and explanations of 
cultural phenomena. Most ethnographers try to 
be objective, accurate, and sensitive in their ac-
counts of other cultures. However, objectivity, 
sensitivity, and a cross- cultural perspective don’t 
mean that anthropologists have to ignore inter-
national standards of justice and morality. The 
anthropologist doesn’t have to approve customs 
such as infanticide, cannibalism, and torture to 

diffusion
Borrowing of cultural 
traits between societies.

 The notion of indige-

nous intellectual 

property rights (IPR) 

has arisen in an at-

tempt to conserve 

each society’s cul-

tural base, including 

its medicinal plants, 

which may have 

commercial value. 

Shown here is the 

hoodia plant, a cac-

tus that grows in the 

Kalahari Desert of 

southern Africa. 

Hoodia, which tradi-

tionally is used by 

the San people to 

stave off hunger, is 

used now in diet 

pills marketed on 

the Internet.
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mation fl ows (see Appadurai, ed. 2001). During 
the Cold War, which ended with the fall of the 
Soviet Union, the basis of international alliance 
was political, ideological, and military. Thereafter, 
the focus of international pacts shifted to trade 
and economic issues. New economic unions have 
been created through NAFTA (the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement), GATT (the General 
Agreement on Trade and Tariffs), and the EU (the 
European Union).

Long-distance communication is easier, faster, 
and cheaper than ever and extends to remote 
 areas. The mass media help propel a globally 
spreading culture of consumption, stimulating 
participation in the world cash economy. Within 
nations and across their borders, the media spread 
information about threats, products, services, 
rights, institutions, and lifestyles. Emigrants 
transmit information and resources transnation-
ally as they maintain their ties with home (phon-
ing,  faxing, e-mailing, making visits, sending 
money). In a sense, such people live multilocally—
in different places and cultures at once. They learn 
to play various social roles and to change behavior 
and identity depending on the situation (see 
Cresswell 2006).
  Local people must increasingly cope with 
forces generated by progressively larger systems—
 region, nation, and world. An army of alien actors 
and agents now intrudes on people everywhere. 
Terrorism is a global threat. Tourism has become 
the world’s number one industry (see Holden 
2005). Economic development agents and the me-
dia promote the idea that work should be for cash 

products from a variety of places to new markets. 
Or group B might be geographically situated be-
tween A and C, so that what it gets from A eventu-
ally winds up in C, and vice versa. In today’s 
world, much transnational diffusion is due to the 
spread of the mass media and advanced informa-
tion technology.
 Acculturation, a second mechanism of cultural 
change, is the exchange of cultural features that 
results when groups have continuous fi rsthand 
contact. The cultures of either group or both 
groups may be changed by this contact (Redfi eld, 
Linton, and Herskovits 1936). With acculturation, 
parts of the cultures change, but each group re-
mains distinct. In situations of continuous con-
tact, cultures may exchange and blend foods, 
recipes, music, dances, clothing, tools, technolo-
gies, and languages.
  One example of acculturation is a pidgin, a 
mixed language that develops to ease communi-
cation between members of different societies in 
contact. This usually happens in situations of 
trade or colonialism. Pidgin English, for example, 
is a simplifi ed form of English. It blends English 
grammar with the grammar of a native language. 
Pidgin English was fi rst used for commerce in 
Chinese ports. Similar pidgins developed later in 
Papua New Guinea and West Africa.
 Independent invention—the process by which 
humans innovate, creatively fi nding solutions 
to problems—is a third mechanism of cultural 
change. Faced with comparable problems and 
challenges, people in different societies have in-
novated and changed in similar ways, which is 
one reason cultural generalities exist. One exam-
ple is the independent invention of agriculture in 
the Middle East and Mexico. Over the course of 
human history, major innovations have spread at 
the expense of earlier ones. Often a major inven-
tion, such as agriculture, triggers a series of sub-
sequent interrelated changes. These economic 
revolutions have social and cultural repercus-
sions. Thus, in both Mexico and the Middle East, 
agriculture led to many social, political, and legal 
changes, including notions of property and dis-
tinctions in wealth, class, and power.

GLOBALIZATION
The term globalization encompasses a series of 
processes, including diffusion and acculturation, 
working to promote change in a world in which 
nations and people are increasingly interlinked 
and mutually dependent. Promoting such linkages 
are economic and political forces, along with mod-
ern systems of transportation and communication. 
The forces of globalization include international 
commerce, travel and tourism, transnational mi-
gration, the media, and various high-tech infor-

Globalization includes the internationalization of people and cultures through 

transnational migration and developments in commerce, transportation, and 

communication. This recent photo of Chinese youth in an Internet café was 

taken in Prato, Tuscany, Italy. For what purposes do you think these teenagers 

use these computers?

globalization
The accelerating interde-
pendence of nations in 
the world system today.

acculturation
An exchange of cultural 
features between groups 
in fi rsthand contact.

independent 
invention
The independent devel-
opment of a cultural 
 feature in different 
societies.
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strategies to deal with threats to their autonomy, 
identity, and livelihood. New forms of political 
mobilization and cultural expression are emerg-
ing from the interplay of local, regional,  national, 
and international cultural forces (see Ong and 
Collier, eds. 2005).

rather than mainly 
for subsistence. In-
digenous peoples 
and traditional 
cultures have 
devised various 

Acing the 
COURSE

1.  Culture, which is distinctive to humanity, refers 
to customary behavior and beliefs that are passed 
on through enculturation. Culture rests on the 
human capacity for cultural learning. Culture en-
compasses rules for conduct internalized in hu-
man beings, which lead them to think and act in 
characteristic ways.

2.  Although other animals learn, only humans have 
cultural learning, dependent on symbols. Hu-
mans think symbolically—arbitrarily bestowing 
meaning on things and events. By convention, a 
symbol stands for something with which it has no 
necessary or natural relation. Symbols have spe-
cial meaning for people who share memories, val-
ues, and beliefs because of common enculturation. 
People absorb cultural lessons consciously and 
unconsciously.

3.  Cultural traditions mold biologically based de-
sires and needs in particular directions. Everyone 
is cultured, not just people with elite educations. 
Cultures may be integrated and patterned through 
economic and social forces, key symbols, and core 
values. Cultural rules don’t rigidly dictate our be-
havior. There is room for creativity, fl exibility, di-
versity, and disagreement within societies. 
Cultural means of adaptation have been crucial in 
human evolution. Aspects of culture also can be 
maladaptive.

4.  The human capacity for culture has an evolution-
ary basis that extends back at least 2.6 million 
years—to early tool makers whose products sur-
vive in the archaeological record (and most prob-
ably even further back—based on observation of 
tool use and manufacture by apes). Humans share 
with monkeys and apes such traits as manual 
dexterity (especially opposable thumbs), depth 
and color vision, learning ability based on a large 
brain, substantial parental investment in a limited 
number of offspring, and tendencies toward soci-
ality and cooperation.

5.  Many hominin traits are foreshadowed in other 
primates, particularly in the African apes, which, 

like us, belong to the hominid family. The ability 
to learn, basic to culture, is an adaptive advan-
tage available to monkeys and apes. Chimpan-
zees make tools for several purposes. They also 
hunt and share meat. Sharing and cooperation 
are more developed among humans than among 
the apes, and only humans have systems of kin-
ship and marriage that permit us to maintain 
lifelong ties with relatives in different local 
groups.

6.  Using a comparative perspective, anthropology 
examines biological, psychological, social, and 
cultural universals and generalities. There also 
are unique and distinctive aspects of the human 
condition (cultural particularities). North Ameri-
can cultural traditions are no more natural than 
any others. Levels of culture can be larger or 
smaller than a nation. Cultural traits may be 
shared across national boundaries. Nations also 
include cultural differences associated with eth-
nicity, region, and social class.

7.  Ethnocentrism describes judging other cultures 
by using one’s own cultural standards. Cultural 
relativism, which anthropologists may use as a 
methodological position rather than a moral 
stance, is the idea of avoiding the use of outside 
standards to judge behavior in a given society. 
Human rights are those based on justice and mo-
rality beyond and superior to particular countries, 
cultures, and religions. Cultural rights are vested 
in religious and ethnic minorities and indigenous 
societies, and IPR, or intellectual property rights, 
apply to an indigenous group’s collective knowl-
edge and its applications.

8.  Diffusion, migration, and colonialism have car-
ried cultural traits and patterns to different 
world areas. Mechanisms of cultural change in-
clude diffusion, acculturation, and independent 
invention. Globalization describes a series of 
processes that promote change in a world in 
which nations and people are interlinked and 
mutually dependent.

Summary
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acculturation 43
core values 32
cultural relativism 39
cultural rights 39
diffusion 42
enculturation 27
ethnocentrism 39
generality 35
globalization 43
hominid 32

hominins 32
human rights 39
independent invention 43
international culture 38
IPR 39
national culture 38
particularity 35
subcultures 38
symbol 27
universal 35

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Which of the following is not one of the ways in 
which individuals acquire the culture?
a. genetic transmission
b. unconscious acquisition
c. through observation
d. through direct instruction
e. conscious acquisition

 2. The “psychic unity” of humans, a doctrine that 
most anthropologists accept, states that
a. psychology is the exclusive domain of the 

academic discipline of psychology.
b. all humans share the same spiritual ethos.
c. although individuals differ in their emo-

tional and intellectual tendencies and 
 capacities, all human populations have 
equivalent capacities for culture.

d. psychological attributes are determined by 
our genes.

e. even psychological attributes must be 
 analyzed through the lens of cultural 
relativism.

 3. Which of the following statements about 
 cultural traits, patterns, and inventions is 
false?
a. They mostly are determined genetically.
b. They can be disadvantageous in the 

long run.
c. They can be disadvantageous in the 

short run.
d. They can be maladaptive.
e. They are transmitted through learning.

 4. This chapter’s description of the similarities 
and differences between humans and apes, our 
closest relatives,
a. explains why all hominids have evolved 

the same capacities for culture.
b. emphasizes the need to expand the defi ni-

tion of cultural rights to include not just 
human individuals but also chimps and 
gorillas.

c. explains why genetics has been more im-
portant than culture in determining our 
particular evolutionary path.

d. illustrates how human females’ lack of a 
visible estrus cycle determined our unique 
capacity for culture.

e. emphasizes culture’s evolutionary basis, 
stressing the interaction between biology 
and culture.

5. Certain biological, psychological, social, and 
cultural features are universal, found in every 
culture. All of the following are examples of 
universal features except
a. a long period of infant dependency.
b. seasonal (rather than year-round) sexuality.
c. common ways in which humans think, 

feel, and process information.
d. life in groups and in some kind of family.
e. exogamy and the incest taboo (prohibition 

against marrying or mating with a close 
relative).

 6. Which of the following statements about culture 
is not true?
a. All human groups have culture.
b. Culture is the major reason for human 

adaptability.
c. Human groups differ in their capacities for 

culture.
d. The capacity for culture is shared by all 

humans.
e. Cultural learning is uniquely elaborated 

among humans.

 7. In explaining how anthropologists have theo-
rized the relationship between “system” and 
“person,” this chapter notes that culture is con-
tested. This means that
a. different groups in society struggle with 

one another over whose ideas, values, 
goods, and beliefs will prevail.

b. while many symbols can have different 
meanings, most common symbols are 
agreed upon by everyone in a culture.

c. humans are passive beings who are 
doomed to follow their cultural traditions.

d. genes have programmed humans to ma-
nipulate the meanings and cultural sym-
bols to increase our reproductive process.

e. culture doesn’t exist.

Test 
Yourself!
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 8. In anthropology, methodological cultural 
relativism
a. is not a moral position, but a methodologi-

cal one.
b. is both a moral and methodological stance 

toward other cultures.
c. is synonymous to moral relativism.
d. is another version of ethnocentrism.
e. is a political position that argues for the 

defense of human rights, regardless of 
culture.

 9. There were at least seven different regions 
where agriculture developed. Therefore, agri-
culture is an example of which of the following 
mechanisms of cultural change.
a. acculturation
b. enculturation

c. independent invention
d. colonization
e. diffusion

10. What is the term for the processes that are mak-
ing nations and people increasingly interlinked 
and mutually dependent?
a. acculturation
b. independent invention
c. diffusion
d. globalization
e. enculturation

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. Although humans continue to adapt , reliance on  means of adaptation has increased 
during human evolution.

2. Cultural traits, patterns, and inventions also can be , threatening the group’s continued existence 
(survival and reproduction).

3. According to Leslie White, culture, and therefore humanity, came into existence when humans began 
to use .

4. The term  refers to any fossil or living human, chimp, or gorilla, while the term  refers only 
to any fossil or living human.

5. Unlike human rights,  are vested not in individuals but in groups, including indigenous peoples 
and religious and ethnic minorities.

CRITICAL THINKING

1. This chapter includes the culture defi nitions of various authors (Tylor, Geerts, Kottak). How are these def-
initions similar? How are they different? How has reading this chapter altered your own understanding 
of what culture is?

2. Our culture—and cultural changes—affect how we perceive nature, human nature, and “the natural.” 
This has been a theme that has and continues to fascinate science fi ction writers. Recall the latest science 
fi ction book, movie, or TV program that creatively explores the boundaries between nature and culture. 
How does the story develop the tension between nature and culture to craft a plot?

3. In American culture today, the term “diversity” is used in many contexts, usually referring to some posi-
tive attribute of our human experience, something to appreciate, to maintain, and even to increase. In 
what contexts have you heard the term used? To what precisely does the term refer?

4. What are some issues about which you fi nd it hard to be culturally relativistic? If you were an anthropol-
ogist with the task of investigating these issues in real life, can you think of a series of steps that you 
would take to design a project that would, to the best of your ability, practice methodological cultural rel-
ativism? (You may want to review the use of the scientifi c method in an anthropological project presented 
in Chapter 1.)

5. What are the mechanisms of cultural change described in this chapter? Can you come up with additional 
examples of each mechanism? Also, recall the relationship between culture and individuals. Can individ-
uals be agents of cultural change?

Multiple Choice: 1. (A); 2. (C); 3. (A); 4. (E); 5. (B); 6. (C); 7. (A); 8. (A); 9. (C); 10. (D); Fill in the Blank: 1. biologically, cultural; 
2. maladaptive; 3. symbols; 4. hominid, hominin; 5. cultural rights
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Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Appadurai, A., ed.
2001 Globalization. Durham, NC: Duke Univer-

sity Press. An anthropological approach to glo-
balization and international relations.

Bohannan, P.
1995 How Culture Works. New York: Free Press. 

A consideration of the nature of culture.
Brown, D.

1991 Human Universals. New York: McGraw-
Hill. Surveys the evidence for “human nature” 
and explores the roles of culture and biology in 
human variation.

Geertz, C.
1973 The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: 

Basic Books. Essays about culture viewed as a 
system of symbols and meaning.

Hall, E. T.
1990 Understanding Cultural Differences. Yarmouth, 

ME: Intercultural Press. Focusing on business and 
industrial management, this book examines the 
role of national cultural contrasts among France, 
Germany, and the United States.

Van der Elst, D., and P. Bohannan
2003 Culture as Given, Culture as Choice, 2nd ed. 

Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland. Culture and in-
dividual choices.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

kot16988_ch02_024-047.indd Page 47  1/8/10  11:39:33 PM user-f470kot16988_ch02_024-047.indd Page 47  1/8/10  11:39:33 PM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles

www.mhhe.com/kottak


In Mozambique’s Gaza 

province, the Dutch 

ethnographer Janine van Vugt 

(red hair) sits on mats near 

reed houses, talking to local 

women. 

Where and how 

do cultural 

anthropologists 

do fi eld work?

What are some 

ways of studying 

modern societies?

What theories 

have guided 

anthropologists 

over the years?
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ETHNOGRAPHY: 
ANTHROPOLOGY’S 
DISTINCTIVE STRATEGY

ETHNOGRAPHIC 
TECHNIQUES

Observation and 
Participant Observation

Conversation, 
Interviewing, and 
Interview Schedules

The Genealogical Method

Key Cultural Consultants

Life Histories

Local Beliefs and 
Perceptions, and the 
Ethnographer’s

Problem-Oriented 
Ethnography

Longitudinal Research

Team Research

Culture, Space, and Scale

SURVEY RESEARCH

THEORY IN 
ANTHROPOLOGY 
OVER TIME

Evolutionism

The Boasians

Functionalism

Confi gurationalism

Neoevolutionism

Cultural Materialism

Science and Determinism

Culture and the Individual

Symbolic and Interpretive 
Anthropology

Structuralism

Processual Approaches

World-System Theory and 
Political Economy

Culture, History, Power

ANTHROPOLOGY 
TODAY

especially those subsumed under the label 

“ethnography,” were developed to deal with 

small populations. Even when working in mod-

ern nations, anthropologists still consider eth-

nography with small groups to be an excellent 

way of learning about how people live their 

lives and make decisions.

 Before this course, did you know the 

names of any anthropologists? If so, which 

ones? For the general public, biological an-

thropologists tend to be better known than 

cultural anthropologists because of what they 

study. You’re more likely to have seen a fi lm of 

Jane Goodall with chimps or a paleoanthro-

pologist holding a hominid skull than a lin-

guistic or cultural anthropologist at work. 

Archaeologists occasionally appear in the 

media to describe a new discovery or to de-

bunk pseudo-archaeological arguments about 

how visitors from space have left traces on 

earth. One cultural anthropologist was an im-

portant public fi gure when (and before and 

after) I was in college. Margaret Mead, famed 

for her work on teen sexuality in Samoa and 

gender roles in New Guinea, may well be the 

most famous anthropologist who ever lived. 

Mead, one of my own professors at Columbia 

University, appeared regularly on NBC’s To-

night Show. In all her venues, including teach-

ing, museum work, TV, anthropological fi lms, 

popular books, and magazines, Mead helped 

Americans appreciate the relevance of an-

thropology to understanding their daily lives. 

Her work is featured here and elsewhere in 

this book.

B een on any digs lately?” Ask your 

professor how many times she or 

he has been asked this question. 

Then ask how often he or she actu-

ally has been on a dig. Remember that anthro-

pology has four subfi elds, only two of which 

(archaeology and biological anthropology) re-

quire much digging—in the ground at least. 

Even among biological anthropologists it’s 

mainly paleoanthropologists (those concerned 

with the hominid fossil record) who must dig. 

Students of primate behavior in the wild, such 

as Jane Goodall, don’t do it. Nor, most of the 

time, is it done by forensic anthropologists, in-

cluding the title character in the TV show 

Bones.

 To be sure, cultural anthropologists “dig 

out” information about varied lifestyles, as lin-

guistic anthropologists do about the features 

of unwritten languages. Traditionally cultural 

anthropologists have done a variant on the 

Star Trek theme of seeking out, if not new at 

least different, “life” and “civilizations,” some-

times boldly going where no scientist has 

gone before.

 Despite globalization, the cultural diversity 

under anthropological scrutiny right now may 

be as great as ever before, because the an-

thropological universe has expanded to mod-

ern nations. Today’s cultural anthropologists 

are as likely to be studying artists in Miami or 

bankers in Beirut as Trobriand sailors in the 

South Pacifi c. Still, we can’t forget that anthro-

pology did originate in non-Western, nonin-

dustrial societies. Its research techniques, 
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ETHNOGRAPHY: 
ANTHROPOLOGY’S 
DISTINCTIVE STRATEGY
Anthropology developed into a separate fi eld as 
early scholars worked on Indian (Native Ameri-
can) reservations and traveled to distant lands to 
study small groups of foragers (hunters and gath-
erers) and cultivators. Traditionally, the process of 
becoming a cultural anthropologist has required a 
fi eld experience in another society. Early ethnog-
raphers lived in small-scale, relatively isolated so-
cieties with simple technologies and economies.
 Ethnography thus emerged as a research strat-
egy in societies with greater cultural uniformity 
and less social differentiation than are found in 
large, modern, industrial nations. Traditionally, 
ethnographers have tried to understand the whole 
of a particular culture (or, more realistically, as 
much as they can, given limitations of time and 
perception). To pursue this goal, ethnographers 
adopt a free-ranging strategy for gathering infor-
mation. In a given society or community, the eth-
nographer moves from setting to setting, place to 
place, and subject to subject to discover the total-
ity and interconnectedness of social life. By ex-
panding our knowledge of the range of human 
diversity, ethnography provides a foundation for 
generalizations about human behavior and social 
life. Ethnographers draw on varied techniques to 
piece together a picture of otherwise alien life-
styles. Anthropologists usually employ several 
(but rarely all) of the techniques discussed below 
(see also Bernard 2006).

ETHNOGRAPHIC TECHNIQUES
The characteristic fi eld techniques of the ethnogra-
pher include the following:

1.  Direct, fi rsthand observation of behavior, 
including participant observation.

2.  Conversation with varying degrees of formal-
ity, from the daily chitchat that helps main-
tain rapport and provides knowledge about 
what is going on, to prolonged interviews, 
which can be unstructured or structured.

3.  The genealogical method.

4.  Detailed work with key consultants, or infor-
mants, about particular areas of community 
life.

5.  In-depth interviewing, often leading to the 
collection of life histories of particular people 
(narrators).

6.  Discovery of local (native) beliefs and 
 perceptions, which may be compared with 
the ethnographer’s own observations and 
conclusions.

7.  Problem-oriented research of many sorts.

8.  Longitudinal research—the continuous 
long-term study of an area or site.

9.  Team research—coordinated research by 
multiple ethnographers.

Observation and 
Participant Observation
Ethnographers must pay attention to hundreds 
of details of daily life, seasonal events, and un-
usual happenings. They should record what they 
see as they see it. Things never will seem quite as 
strange as they do during the fi rst few weeks in 
the fi eld. Often anthropologists experience cul-
ture shock—a creepy and profound feeling of 
alienation—on arrival at a new fi eld site. Al-
though anthropologists study human diversity, 
the actual fi eld experience of diversity takes 
some getting used to, as we see in this chapter’s 
“Appreciating Diversity.” The ethnographer 
eventually grows accustomed to, and accepts as 
normal, cultural patterns that initially were alien. 
Staying a bit more than a year in the fi eld allows 
the ethnographer to repeat the season of his or 
her arrival, when certain events and processes 
may have been missed because of initial unfa-
miliarity and culture shock.
 Many ethnographers record their impressions 
in a personal diary, which is kept separate from 
more formal fi eld notes. Later, this record of early 
impressions will help point out some of the most 
basic aspects of cultural diversity. Such aspects 
include distinctive smells, noises people make, 
how they cover their mouths when they eat, and 
how they gaze at others. These patterns, which 
are so basic as to seem almost trivial, are part of 
what Bronislaw Malinowski called “the impon-
derabilia of native life and of typical behavior” 
(Malinowski 1922/1961, p. 20). These features of 
culture are so fundamental that natives take them 
for granted. They are too basic even to talk about, 
but the unaccustomed eye of the fl edgling eth-
nographer picks them up. Thereafter, becoming 
familiar, they fade to the edge of consciousness. I 
mention my initial impressions of some such im-
ponderabilia of northeastern Brazilian culture in 
this chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity.” Initial 
impressions are valuable and should be recorded. 
First and foremost, ethnographers should try to 
be accurate observers, recorders, and reporters of 
what they see in the fi eld.
 Ethnographers strive to establish rapport, a 
good, friendly working relationship based on 
personal contact, with their hosts. One of eth-
nography’s most characteristic procedures is 
participant observation, which means that we 
take part in community life as we study it. As 
human beings living among others, we cannot 
be totally impartial and detached observers. We 
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FIGURE 3.1 Location of Arembepe, Bahia, Brazil.
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I fi rst lived in Arembepe (Brazil) during the 

(North American) summer of 1962. That was 

between my junior and senior years at New 

York City’s Columbia College, where I was ma-

joring in anthropology. I went to Arembepe as a 

participant in a now defunct program designed 

to provide undergraduates with experience 

doing ethnography—fi rsthand study of an alien 

society’s culture and social life.

 Brought up in one culture, intensely curious 

about others, anthropologists nevertheless ex-

perience culture shock, particularly on their 

fi rst fi eld trip. Culture shock refers to the whole 

set of feelings about being in an alien setting, 

and the ensuing reactions. It is a chilly, creepy 

feeling of alienation, of being without some of 

the most ordinary, trivial (and therefore basic) 

cues of one’s culture of origin.

 As I planned my departure for Brazil in 1962, 

I could not know just how naked I would feel 

without the cloak of my own language and cul-

ture. My sojourn in Arembepe would be my 

fi rst trip outside the United States. I was an ur-

ban boy who had grown up in Atlanta, Georgia, 

and New York City. I had little experience with 

rural life in my own country, none with Latin 

America, and I had received only minimal train-

ing in the Portuguese language.

 New York City direct to Salvador, Bahia, 

Brazil. Just a brief stopover in Rio de Janeiro; a 

longer visit would be a reward at the end of 

fi eld work. As our prop jet approached tropical 

Salvador, I couldn’t believe the whiteness of 

the sand. “That’s not snow, is it?” I remarked to 

a fellow fi eld team member. . . .

 My fi rst impressions of Bahia were of 

smells—alien odors of ripe and decaying man-

goes, bananas, and passion fruit—and of swat-

ting the ubiquitous fruit fl ies I had never seen 

before, although I had read extensively about 

their reproductive behavior in genetics classes. 

There were strange concoctions of rice, black 

beans, and gelatinous gobs of unidentifi able 

D I V E R S I T Y
Even Anthropologists Get Culture Shock

appreciating

take part in many events and processes we are 
observing and trying to comprehend. By partici-
pating, we may learn why people fi nd such 
events meaningful, as we see how they are orga-
nized and conducted.
 In Arembepe, Brazil, I learned about fi shing 
by sailing on the Atlantic with local fi shers. I 
gave Jeep rides to malnourished babies, to preg-
nant mothers, and once to a teenage girl pos-
sessed by a spirit. All those people needed to 
consult specialists outside the village. I danced 
on Arembepe’s festive occasions, drank liba-
tions commemorating new births, and became a 

godfather to a village girl. Most anthropologists 
have similar fi eld experiences. The common hu-
manity of the student and the studied, the eth-
nographer and the research community, makes 
participant observation inevitable.

Conversation, Interviewing, 
and Interview Schedules
Participating in local life means that ethnogra-
phers constantly talk to people and ask questions. 
As their knowledge of the local language and 
culture increases, they understand more. There 
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meats and fl oating pieces of skin. Coffee was 

strong and sugar crude, and every tabletop 

had containers for toothpicks and for manioc 

(cassava) fl our to sprinkle, like Parmesan cheese, 

on anything one might eat. I remember oatmeal 

soup and a slimy stew of beef tongue in toma-

toes. At one meal a disintegrating fi sh head, 

eyes still attached, but barely, stared up at me as 

the rest of its body fl oated in a bowl of bright 

orange palm oil. . . .

 I only vaguely remember my fi rst day in 

Arembepe (Figure 3.1). Unlike ethnographers 

who have studied remote tribes in the tropical 

forests of interior South America or the high-

lands of Papua New Guinea, I did not have to 

hike or ride a canoe for days to arrive at my 

fi eld site. Arembepe was not isolated relative to 

such places, only relative to every other place I 

had ever been. . . .

 I do recall what happened when we arrived. 

There was no formal road into the village. Enter-

ing through southern Arembepe, vehicles sim-

ply threaded their way around coconut trees, 

following tracks left by automobiles that had 

passed previously. A crowd of children had 

heard us coming, and they pursued our car 

through the village streets until we parked in 

front of our house, near the central square. Our 

fi rst few days in Arembepe were spent with chil-

dren following us everywhere. For weeks we 

had few moments of privacy. Children watched 

our every move through our living room win-

dow. Occasionally one made an incomprehen-

sible remark. Usually they just stood there . . .

 The sounds, sensations, sights, smells, and 

tastes of life in northeastern Brazil, and in Arem-

bepe, slowly grew familiar . . . I grew accustomed 

to this world without Kleenex, in which globs of 

mucus habitually drooped from the noses of vil-

lage children whenever a cold passed through 

Arembepe. A world where, seemingly without ef-

fort, women . . . carried 18-liter kerosene cans of 

water on their heads, where boys sailed kites 

and sported at catching housefl ies in their bare 

hands, where old women smoked pipes, store-

keepers offered cachaça (common rum) at nine 

in the morning, and men played dominoes on 

lazy afternoons when there was no fi shing. I was 

visiting a world where human life was oriented 

toward water—the sea, where men fi shed, and 

the lagoon, where women communally washed 

clothing, dishes, and their own bodies.

This description is adapted from my ethnographic 

study Assault on Paradise: The Globalization of a Lit-

tle Community in Brazil, 4th ed. (New York: McGraw-

Hill, 2006).

Conrad Kottak, with his Brazilian nephew Guilherme Roxo, on a revisit to Arembepe in 2004.

are several stages in learning a fi eld language. 
First is the naming phase—asking name after 
name of the objects around us. Later we are able 
to pose more complex questions and understand 
the replies. We begin to understand simple con-
versations between two villagers. If our language 
expertise proceeds far enough, we eventually be-
come able to comprehend rapid-fi re public dis-
cussions and group conversations.
 One data-gathering technique I have used in 
both Arembepe and Madagascar involves an 
ethnographic survey that includes an interview 
schedule. In 1964, my fellow fi eld workers and 

I attempted to complete an interview schedule in 
each of Arembepe’s 160 households. We entered 
almost every household (fewer than 5 percent 
refused to participate) to ask a set of questions 
on a printed form. Our results provided us with 
a census and basic information about the village. 
We wrote down the name, age, and gender of 
each household member. We gathered data on 
family type, religion, present and previous jobs, 
income, expenditures, diet, possessions, and 
many other items on our eight-page form.
 Although we were doing a survey, our ap-
proach differed from the survey research design 
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we wanted detailed information about local child-
birth. Another woman had done an internship in 
an Afro-Brazilian cult (candomblé) in the city. She 
still went there regularly to study, dance, and get 
possessed. She became our candomblé expert.
 Thus, our interview schedule provided a 
structure that directed but did not confi ne us as 
researchers. It enabled our ethnography to be 
both quantitative and qualitative. The quantita-
tive part consisted of the basic information we 
gathered and later analyzed statistically. The 
qualitative dimension came from our follow-up 
questions, open-ended discussions, pauses for 
gossip, and work with key consultants.

The Genealogical Method
As ordinary people, many of us learn about our 
own ancestry and relatives by tracing our gene-
alogies. Various computer programs now allow 
us to trace our “family tree” and degrees of 
 relationship. The genealogical method is a well-
established ethnographic technique. Early eth-
nographers developed notation and symbols to 
deal with kinship, descent, and marriage. Gene-
alogy is a prominent building block in the social 
organization of nonindustrial societies, where 
people live and work each day with their close 
kin. Anthropologists need to collect genealogical 
data to understand current social relations and 
to reconstruct history. In many nonindustrial so-
cieties, kin links are basic to social life. Anthro-
pologists even call such cultures “kin-based 
societies.” Everyone is related and spends most 
of his or her time with relatives. Rules of behav-
ior attached to particular kin relations are basic 
to everyday life (see Carsten 2004). Marriage also 
is crucial in organizing nonindustrial societies 
because strategic marriages between villages, 
tribes, and clans create political alliances.

Key Cultural Consultants
Every community has people who by accident, 
experience, talent, or training can provide the 
most complete or useful information about par-
ticular aspects of life. These people are key cul-
tural consultants, also called key informants. In 
Ivato, the Betsileo village in Madagascar where I 
spent most of my time, a man named Rakoto was 
particularly knowledgeable about village history. 
However, when I asked him to work with me on 
a genealogy of the fi fty to sixty people buried in 
the village tomb, he called in his cousin Tues-
daysfather, who knew more about that subject. 
Tuesdaysfather had survived an epidemic of in-
fl uenza that ravaged Madagascar, along with 
much of the world, around 1919. Immune to the 
disease himself, Tuesdaysfather had the grim job 
of burying his kin as they died. He kept track of 
everyone buried in the tomb. Tuesdaysfather 

genealogical 
method
Using diagrams and 
symbols to record kin 
connections.

key cultural 
consultant
Expert on a particular 
aspect of local life.

routinely used by sociologists and other social 
scientists working in large, industrial nations. 
That survey research, discussed below, involves 
sampling (choosing a small, manageable study 
group from a larger population). We did not select 
a partial sample from the total population. In-
stead, we tried to interview in all households in 
the community (that is, to have a total sample). 
We used an interview schedule rather than a 
questionnaire. With the interview schedule, the 
ethnographer talks face-to-face with people, asks 
the questions, and writes down the answers. 
Questionnaire procedures tend to be more indi-
rect and impersonal; often the respondent fi lls in 
the form.
 Our goal of getting a total sample allowed us 
to meet almost everyone in the village and 
helped us establish rapport. Decades later, Arem-
bepeiros still talk warmly about how we were 
interested enough in them to visit their homes 
and ask them questions. We stood in sharp con-
trast to the other outsiders the villagers had 
known, who considered them too poor and back-
ward to be taken seriously.
 Like other survey research, however, our inter-
view schedule did gather comparable quantifi -
able information. It gave us a basis for assessing 
patterns and exceptions in village life. Our sched-
ules included a core set of questions that were 
posed to everyone. However, some interesting 
side issues often came up during the interview, 
which we would pursue then or later. We followed 
such leads into many dimensions of village life. 
One woman, for instance, a midwife, became the 
key cultural consultant we sought out later when 

interview schedule
Form (guide) used to 
structure a formal, but 
personal, interview.

questionnaire
Form used by sociolo-
gists to obtain compara-
ble information from 
respondents.

Kinship and descent are vital social building blocks in nonindustrial cultures. 

Without writing, genealogical information may be preserved in material culture, 

such as this totem pole being raised in Metlakatla, Alaska.
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and considers important. As a trained scientist, 
the ethnographer should try to bring an objective 
and comprehensive viewpoint to the study of 
other cultures. Of course, the ethnographer, like 
any other scientist, is also a human being with 
cultural blinders that prevent complete objectiv-
ity. As in other sciences, proper training can re-
duce, but not totally eliminate, the observer’s 
bias. But anthropologists do have special training 
to compare behavior between different societies.
 What are some examples of emic versus etic 
perspectives? Consider our holidays. For North 
Americans, Thanksgiving Day has special signifi -
cance. In our view (emically) it is a unique cul-
tural celebration that commemorates particular 
historical themes. But a wider, etic, perspective 
sees Thanksgiving as just one more example of 
the postharvest festivals held in many societies. 
Another example: Local people (including many 
Americans) may believe that chills and drafts 
cause colds, which scientists know are caused by 
germs. In cultures that lack the germ theory of 
disease, illnesses are emically explained by vari-
ous causes, ranging from spirits to ancestors to 
witches. Illness refers to a culture’s (emic) percep-
tion and explanation of bad health, whereas dis-
ease refers to the scientifi c (etic) explanation of 
poor health, involving known pathogens.
 Ethnographers typically combine emic and etic 
strategies in their fi eld work. The statements, per-
ceptions, categories, and opinions of local people 
help ethnographers understand how cultures 
work. Local beliefs are also interesting and valu-
able in themselves. However, people often fail to 
admit, or even recognize, certain causes and con-
sequences of their behavior. This is as true of North 
Americans as it is of people in other societies.

helped me with the tomb genealogy. Rakoto 
joined him in telling me personal details about 
the deceased villagers.

Life Histories
In nonindustrial societies as in our own, indi-
vidual personalities, interests, and abilities vary. 
Some villagers prove to be more interested in the 
ethnographer’s work and are more helpful, inter-
esting, and pleasant than others are. Anthropolo-
gists develop likes and dislikes in the fi eld as we 
do at home. Often, when we fi nd someone unusu-
ally interesting, we collect his or her life history. 
This recollection of a lifetime of experiences 
provides a more intimate and personal cultural 
portrait than would be possible otherwise. Life 
histories, which may be recorded or videotaped 
for later review and analysis, reveal how spe-
cifi c people perceive, react to, and contribute to 
changes that affect their lives. Such accounts can 
illustrate diversity, which exists within any com-
munity, since the focus is on how different people 
interpret and deal with some of the same prob-
lems. Many ethnographers include the collection 
of life histories as an important part of their re-
search strategy.

Local Beliefs and Perceptions, 
and the Ethnographer’s
One goal of ethnography is to discover local (na-
tive) views, beliefs, and perceptions, which may 
be compared with the ethnographer’s own obser-
vations and conclusions. In the fi eld, ethnogra-
phers typically combine two research strategies, 
the emic (native-oriented) and the etic (scientist-
oriented). These terms, derived from linguistics, 
have been applied to ethnography by various an-
thropologists. Marvin Harris (1968/2001) popu-
larized the following meanings of the terms: An 
emic approach investigates how local people 
think. How do they perceive and categorize the 
world? What are their rules for behavior? What 
has meaning for them? How do they imagine and 
explain things? Operating emically, the ethnogra-
pher seeks the “native viewpoint,” relying on lo-
cal people to explain things and to say whether 
something is signifi cant or not. The term cultural 
consultant, or informant, refers to individuals the 
ethnographer gets to know in the fi eld, the people 
who teach him or her about their culture, who 
provide the emic perspective.
 The etic (scientist-oriented) approach shifts the 
focus from local observations, categories, expla-
nations, and interpretations to those of the an-
thropologist. The etic approach realizes that 
members of a culture often are too involved in 
what they are doing to interpret their cultures im-
partially. Operating etically, the ethnographer 
emphasizes what he or she (the observer) notices 

life history
Of a key consultant; 
a personal portrait of 
someone’s life in a 
culture.

emic
Research strategy focus-
ing on local explanations 
and meanings.

cultural consultants
People who teach an 
ethnographer about 
their culture.

etic
Research strategy 
emphasizing the ethnog-
rapher’s explanations 
and categories.

Anthropologists such as Christie Kiefer typically form personal relationships 

with their cultural consultants, such as this Guatemalan weaver.
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local consultants may be as mystifi ed as we are 
by the exercise of power from regional, national, 
and international centers.

Longitudinal Research
Geography limits anthropologists less now than 
in the past, when it could take months to reach a 
fi eld site and return visits were rare. New systems 
of transportation allow anthropologists to widen 
the area of their research and to return repeatedly. 
Ethnographic reports now routinely include data 
from two or more fi eld stays. Longitudinal re-
search is the long-term study of a community, re-
gion, society, culture, or other unit, usually based 
on repeated visits.
 One example of such research is the longitu-
dinal study of Gwembe District, Zambia (see 
Figure 3.2). This study, planned in 1956 as a lon-
gitudinal project by Elizabeth Colson and Thayer 
Scudder, continues with Colson, Scudder, and 
their associates of various nationalities. Thus, as 
is often the case with longitudinal research, the 
Gwembe study also illustrates team research—
coordinated research by multiple ethnographers 
(Colson and Scudder 1975; Scudder and Colson 
1980). Four villages, in different areas, have been 
followed for more than fi ve decades. Periodic vil-
lage censuses provide basic data on population, 
economy, kinship, and religious behavior. Cen-
sused people who have moved are traced and in-
terviewed to see how their lives compare with 
those of people who have stayed in the villages.
 A series of different research questions has 
emerged, while basic data on communities and 
individuals continue to be collected. The fi rst fo-
cus of study was the impact of a large hydroelec-
tric dam, which subjected the Gwembe people to 
forced resettlement. The dam also spurred road 
building and other activities that brought the 

longitudinal research
Long-term study, usually 
based on repeated visits.

Problem-Oriented Ethnography
Although anthropologists are interested in the 
whole context of human behavior, it is impossible 
to study everything. Most ethnographers now en-
ter the fi eld with a specifi c problem to investigate, 
and they collect data relevant to that problem (see 
Chiseri-Strater and Sunstein 2007; Kutsche 1998). 
Local people’s answers to questions are not the 
only data source. Anthropologists also gather in-
formation on factors such as population density, 
environmental quality, climate, physical geogra-
phy, diet, and land use. Sometimes this involves 
direct measurement—of rainfall, temperature, 
fi elds, yields, dietary quantities, or time allocation 
(Bailey 1990; Johnson 1978). Often it means that 
we consult government records or archives.
 The information of interest to ethnographers 
is not limited to what local people can and do tell 
us. In an increasingly interconnected and com-
plicated world, local people lack knowledge 
about many factors that affect their lives. Our 
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FIGURE 3.2 Location of Gwembe in Zambia

living anthropology VIDEOS

Adoption into the Canela, www.mhhe.com/kottak

The anthropologist Bill Crocker, as shown in this clip, 
has been studying the Canela Indians of Brazil since 
1957. The clip interweaves photos and footage from 
his various visits to the fi eld. Crocker has been able to 
make his research longitudinal and ongoing because 
the limitations on travel and communication are much 
less severe now than they were in the past. Compare 
the time it took to reach the fi eld in 1957 with the 
more recent trip shown in the clip. There is evidence 
in the clip that the Canela live in a kinbased society. 
Crocker gained an entry to Canela society by assuming 
a kinship status. What was it? Did this status turn out 
to be a good thing? Why did Crocker hesitate when 
this connection was fi rst proposed?
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 Brazilian and American researchers worked 
with us on team research projects during the 1980s 
(on television’s impact) and the 1990s (on ecologi-
cal awareness and environmental risk percep-
tion). Graduate students from the University of 
Michigan have drawn on our baseline  information 
from the 1960s as they have studied various top-
ics in Arembepe. In 1990 Doug Jones, a Michigan 
student doing biocultural research, used Arem-
bepe as a fi eld site to investigate standards of 
physical attractiveness. In 1996–1997, Janet Dunn 
studied family planning and changing female re-
productive strategies. Chris O’Leary, who fi rst 
visited Arembepe in summer 1997, investigated a 
striking aspect of religious change there—the ar-
rival of Protestantism; his dissertation (O’Leary 
2002) research then examined changing food 
 habits and nutrition in relation to globalization. 
Arembepe is thus a site where various fi eld work-
ers have worked as members of a longitudinal 
team. The more recent researchers have built on 
prior contacts and fi ndings to increase knowledge 
about how local people meet and manage new 
circumstances.

Culture, Space, and Scale
The previous sections on longitudinal and team 
research illustrate an important shift in cultural 
anthropology. Traditional ethnographic research 
focused on a single community or “culture,” 
which was treated as more or less isolated and 
unique in time and space. The shift has been to-
ward recognition of ongoing and inescapable 
fl ows of people, technology, images, and informa-
tion. The study of such fl ows and linkages is now 
part of the anthropological analysis. And, refl ect-
ing today’s world—in which people, images, and 
information move about as never before—fi eld 
work must be more fl exible and on a larger scale. 
Ethnography is increasingly multitimed and mul-
tisited. Malinowski could focus on Trobriand cul-
ture and spend most of his fi eld time in a 
particular community. Nowadays we cannot af-
ford to ignore, as Malinowski did, the “outsiders” 
who increasingly impinge on the places we study 
(e.g., migrants, refugees, terrorists, warriors, tour-
ists, developers). Integral to our analyses now are 
the external organizations and forces (e.g., gov-
ernments, businesses, nongovernmental organi-
zations) laying claim to land, people, and resources 
throughout the world. Also important is increased 
recognition of power differentials and how they 
affect cultures, and of the importance of diversity 
within culture and societies.
 The anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn (1944) 
saw a key public service role for anthropology. It 
could provide a “scientifi c basis for dealing with 
the crucial dilemma of the world today: how can 
peoples of different appearance, mutually unin-
telligible languages, and dissimilar ways of life 

people of Gwembe more closely in touch with the 
rest of Zambia. In subsequent research Scudder 
and Colson (1980) examined how education pro-
vided access to new opportunities as it also wid-
ened a social gap between people with different 
educational levels. A third study then examined a 
change in brewing and drinking patterns, includ-
ing a rise in alcoholism, in relation to changing 
markets, transportation, and exposure to town 
values (Colson and Scudder 1988).

Team Research
As mentioned, longitudinal research often is team 
research. My own fi eld site of Arembepe, Brazil, 
for example, fi rst entered the world of anthropol-
ogy as a fi eld-team village in the 1960s. It was one 
of four sites for the now defunct Columbia- 
Cornell-Harvard-Illinois Summer Field Studies 
Program in Anthropology. For at least three years, 
that program sent a total of about twenty under-
graduates annually, the author included, to do 
brief summer research abroad. We were stationed 
in rural communities in four countries: Brazil, 
 Ecuador, Mexico, and Peru. See this chapter’s 
“Appreciating Diversity” on pp. 52–53 for infor-
mation on how a novice undergraduate ethnogra-
pher perceived Arembepe.
 Since my wife, Isabel Wagley-Kottak, and I be-
gan studying it in 1962, Arembepe has become a 
longitudinal fi eld site. Three generations of re-
searchers have monitored various aspects of 
change and development. The community has 
changed from a village into a town and illustrates 
the process of globalization at the local level. Its 
economy, religion, and social life have been trans-
formed (see Kottak 2006).

Janet Dunn, one of many anthropologists who have 

worked in Arembepe. Where is Arembepe, and what 

kinds of research have been done there?
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correctly cite the “characteristically anthropo-
logical emphasis on daily routine and lived 
 experience” (1997a, p. 5). The treatment of com-
munities as discrete entities may be a thing of 
the past. However, “anthropology’s traditional 
attention to the close observation of particular 
lives in particular places” (Gupta and Ferguson 
1997b, p. 25) has an enduring importance. The 
method of close observation helps distinguish 
cultural anthropology from sociology and sur-
vey research, to which we now turn.

SURVEY RESEARCH
As anthropologists work increasingly in large-scale 
societies, they have developed innovative ways of 
blending ethnography and survey research (Fricke 
1994). Before examining such combinations of fi eld 
methods, let’s consider survey research and the 
main differences between survey research and 
ethnography. Working mainly in large, populous 
nations, sociologists, political scientists, and econ-
omists have developed and refi ned the survey 
 research design, which involves sampling, im-
personal data collection, and statistical analysis. 
 Survey research usually draws a sample (a man-
ageable study group) from a much larger popu-
lation. By studying a properly selected and 
representative sample, social scientists can make 
accurate inferences about the larger population.
 In smaller-scale societies and communities, 
ethnographers get to know most of the people. 
Given the greater size and complexity of nations, 
survey research cannot help being more imper-
sonal. Survey researchers call the people they 
study respondents. These are people who respond 
to questions during a survey. Sometimes survey 
researchers interview them personally. Some-
times, after an initial meeting, they ask respon-
dents to fi ll out a questionnaire. In other cases 
researchers mail or e-mail questionnaires to ran-
domly selected sample members or have paid as-
sistants interview or telephone them. In a random 
sample, all members of the population have an 
equal statistical chance of being chosen for inclu-
sion. A random sample is selected by randomiz-
ing procedures, such as tables of random numbers, 
which are found in many statistics textbooks.
 Probably the most familiar example of sam-
pling is the polling used to predict political races. 
The media hire agencies to estimate outcomes and 
do exit polls to fi nd out what kinds of people voted 
for which candidates. During sampling, research-
ers gather information about age, gender, religion, 
occupation, income, and political party prefer-
ence. These characteristics (variables—attributes 
that vary among members of a sample or popula-
tion) are known to infl uence political decisions.
 Many more variables affect social identities, 
experiences, and activities in a modern nation 

survey research
The study of society 
through sampling, statis-
tical analysis, and imper-
sonal data collection.

sample
A smaller study group 
chosen to represent a 
larger population.

random sample
A sample in which all 
population members 
have an equal chance 
of inclusion.

variables
Attributes that differ 
from one person or case 
to the next.

get along peaceably together.” Many anthropolo-
gists never would have chosen their profession 
had they doubted that anthropology had the ca-
pacity to enhance human welfare. Because we 
live in a world full of failed states, war, and terror-
ism, we must consider the proper role of anthro-
pologists in studying such phenomena. As we see 
in this chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology,” 
the American Anthropological Association deems 
it of “paramount importance” that anthropolo-
gists study the roots of terrorism and violence. 
How exactly should this be done, and what are 
potential risks to anthropologists and the people 
they study? Read “Appreciating Anthropology” 
for some answers and for a discussion of the com-
plexity of these questions.
 Like many other topics addressed by contem-
porary anthropology, war and terrorism would 
require multiple levels of analysis—local, re-
gional, and international. It is virtually impossible 
in today’s world to fi nd local phenomena that are 
isolated from global forces.
 In two volumes of essays edited by Akhil Gupta 
and James Ferguson (1997a and 1997b), several an-
thropologists describe problems in trying to locate 
cultures in bounded spaces. John Durham Peters 
(1997), for example, notes that, particularly because 
of the mass media, contemporary people simulta-
neously experience the local and the global. He de-
scribes those people as culturally “bifocal”—both 
“near-sighted” (seeing local events) and “far-
sighted” (seeing images from far away). Given 
their “bifocality,” their interpretations of the local 
are always infl uenced by information from out-
side. Thus, their attitude about a clear blue sky 
at home is tinged by their knowledge, through 
weather reports, that a hurricane may be approach-
ing. The national news may not at all fi t opinions 
voiced in local conversations, but national opin-
ions fi nd their way into local discourse.
 The mass media, which anthropologists in-
creasingly study, are oddities in terms of culture 
and space. Whose image and opinions are these? 
What culture or community do they represent? 
They certainly aren’t local. Media images and 
messages fl ow electronically. TV brings them 
right to you. The Internet lets you discover new 
cultural possibilities at the click of a mouse. The 
Internet takes us to virtual places, but in truth, the 
electronic mass media are placeless phenomena, 
which are transnational in scope and play a role 
in forming and maintaining cultural identities.
 Anthropological research today may take us 
traveling along with the people we study, as they 
move from village to city, cross the border, or 
travel internationally on business. As we’ll see in 
the chapter “Global Issues Today,” ethnogra-
phers increasingly follow the people and images 
they study. As fi eld work changes, with less and 
less of a spatially set fi eld, what can we take from 
traditional ethnography? Gupta and Ferguson 
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transfer the personal, fi rsthand techniques of eth-
nography to virtually any setting that includes hu-
man beings. A combination of survey research and 
ethnography can provide new perspectives on life 
in complex societies (large and populous societies 
with social stratifi cation and central governments). 
Preliminary ethnography also can help develop 
culturally appropriate questions for inclusion in 
surveys. Recap 3.1 contrasts traditional ethnogra-
phy with elements of survey research.

complex societies
Large, populous societ-
ies (e.g., nations) with 
stratifi cation and a 
government.

than in the small communities where ethnogra-
phy grew up. In contemporary North America 
hundreds of factors infl uence our behavior and 
attitudes. These social predictors include our reli-
gion; the region of the country we grew up in; 
whether we come from a town, suburb, or city; 
and our parents’ professions, ethnic origins, and 
income levels.
 Ethnography can be used to supplement and 
fi ne-tune survey research. Anthropologists can 

A population census 

taker surrounded 

by villagers in Paro, 

Bhutan. Is the tech-

nique of gathering 

information illus-

trated here more 

like ethnography or 

survey research?

 RECAP 3.1 Ethnography and Survey Research Contrasted

ETHNOGRAPHY (TRADITIONAL) SURVEY RESEARCH

Studies whole, functioning communities Studies a small sample of a larger population

Usually is based on fi rsthand fi eld work, during  Often is conducted with little or no personal
which information is collected after rapport,  contact between study subjects and researchers,
based on personal contact, is established  as interviews are frequently conducted by
between researcher and hosts assistants over the phone or in printed form

Traditionally is interested in all aspects of  Usually focuses on a small number of variables
local life (holistic) (e.g., factors that infl uence voting) rather than 
 on the totality of people’s lives

Traditionally has been conducted in nonindustrial,  Normally is carried out in modern nations, where
small-scale societies, where people often do not  most people are literate, permitting respondents
read and write to fi ll in their own questionnaires

Makes little use of statistics, because the  Depends heavily on statistical analyses to make
communities being studied tend to be small,  inferences regarding a large and diverse population,
with little diversity besides that based on age,  based on data collected from a small subset of
gender, and individual personality variation that population
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How and how much should anthropology mat-
ter? For decades I’ve heard anthropologists com-
plain that government offi cials fail to appreciate, 
or simply are ignorant of, fi ndings of anthropol-
ogy that are relevant to making informed poli-
cies. The American Anthropological Association 
deems it of “paramount importance” that an-
thropologists study the roots of terrorism and 
violence. How should such studies be conducted? 
This account describes a Pentagon program, 
Project Minerva, initiated late 
in the (George W.) Bush 
administration, to enlist 
social science exper-
tise to combat secu-
rity threats.

 Project Minerva has raised concerns among 
anthropologists. Based on past experience, 
scholars worry that governments might use 
anthropological knowledge for goals and in 
ways that are ethically problematic. Govern-
ment policies and military operations have the 
potential to bring harm to the people anthro-
pologists study. Social scientists object espe-
cially to the notion that Pentagon offi cials 
should determine which projects are worthy of 
funding. Rather, anthropologists favor a (peer 
review) system in which panels of their profe-

ssional peers (other social scientists) judge the 
value and propriety of proposed research, in-
cluding research that might help identify and 
deter threats to national security.
 Can you appreciate anthropology’s potential 
value for national security? Read the Code of 
Ethics of the American Anthropological Associa-
tion at www.aaanet.org/committees/ethics/
ethcode.htm. In the context of that code, can you 
also appreciate anthropologists’ reluctance to en-
dorse Project Minerva and its procedures?

Eager to embrace eggheads and ideas, the 

Pentagon has started an ambitious and un-

usual program to recruit social scientists 

and direct the nation’s brainpower to com-

bating security threats like the Chinese 

 military, Iraq, terrorism and religious funda-

mentalism.

Defense Secretary 

Robert M. Gates has 

 compared the initiative—

named Minerva, after 

the Roman goddess 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Should Anthropologists Study Terrorism?

Project Minerva, described here, has raised ethical concerns among anthropologists, as has the U. S. military’s controversial Human 

Terrain Team program. This counter-insurgency effort embeds anthropologists and other social scientists with combat brigades in 

Iraq and Afghanistan to help tacticians in the fi eld understand local cultures. Shown here, a U. S. Army Major takes notes as he 

talks and drinks tea with local school administrators in Nani, Afghanistan. The Major is attached to a Human Terrain Team.
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of wisdom (and warriors)—to the government’s 

effort to pump up its intellectual capital during 

the cold war after the Soviet Union launched 

Sputnik in 1957.

 Although the Pentagon regularly fi nances 

science and engineering research, systematic 

support for the social sciences and humanities 

has been rare. Minerva is the fi rst systematic 

effort in this area since the Vietnam War, said 

Thomas G. Mahnken, deputy assistant secre-

tary of defense for policy planning, whose of-

fi ce will be overseeing the project.

 But if the uncustomary push to engage the 

nation’s evolutionary psychologists, demogra-

phers, sociologists, historians and anthropol-

ogists in security research—as well as the 

prospect of new fi nancial support in lean 

times—has generated excitement among some 

scholars, it has also aroused opposition from 

others, who worry that the Defense Depart-

ment and the academy are getting too cozy . . .

 Cooperation between universities and the 

Pentagon has long been a contentious issue. . . .

 “I am all in favor of having lots of researchers 

trying to fi gure out why terrorists want to kill 

Americans,” said Hugh Gusterson, an anthropol-

ogist at George Mason University. “But how can 

you make sure you get a broad spectrum of opin-

ion and fi nd the best people? On both counts, I 

don’t think the Pentagon is the way to go.”

 Mr. Gusterson is a founder of the Network of 

Concerned Anthropologists, which was created 

because of a growing unease among scholars 

about cooperating with the Defense  Department.

 The American Anthropological Association, 

an 11,000-member organization, has also told 

administration offi cials that while research on 

these issues is essential, Defense Department 

money could compromise quality and inde-

pendence because of the department’s inex-

perience with social science. “There was pretty 

general agreement that this was an issue we 

should weigh in on,” said Setha M. Low, the or-

ganization’s president, who contacted dozens 

of anthropologists about it.

 In its written call for proposals, the depart-

ment said Minerva was seeking scholars who 

can, for example, translate original docu-

ments, including those captured in Iraq; study 

changes in the People’s Liberation Army as 

China shifts to a more open political system; 

and explain the resurgence of the Taliban. The 

department is also looking for computational 

models that could illuminate how groups 

make what seem to be irrational decisions, 

and decipher the way the brain processes so-

cial and cultural norms.

 Mr. Gates has stressed the importance of 

devoting resources to what he calls “‘soft 

power’, the elements of national power be-

yond the guns and steel of the military.”

 Toward that end, he contacted Robert 

M. Berdahl, the president of the Association 

of American Universities—which represents 

60 of the top research universities in the 

country—in December to help design Min-

erva. A former chancellor of the University of 

California, Berkeley, and a past president of 

the University of Texas at Austin, Mr. Berdahl 

knew Mr. Gates from when the defense secre-

tary served on the association’s board.

 In January Mr. Berdahl and a small group of 

senior scholars and university administrators 

met in Washington with Defense Department 

offi cials. Also there was Graham Spanier, the 

president of Penn State University and the as-

sociation’s chairman. He said the scholars 

helped refi ne the guidelines, advising that the 

research be open and unclassifi ed.

 Mr. Berdahl said some participants favored 

having the National Science Foundation or a 

similar nonmilitary federal organization, rather 

than the Pentagon, distribute Minerva money. 

“It would be a good way to proceed, because 

they’ve had a lot of experience with social sci-

ence,” he said.

 In a speech to the Association of American 

Universities in April, Mr. Gates said, “The key 

principle of all components of the Minerva 

Consortia will be complete openness and rigid 

adherence to academic freedom and integrity.” 

At a time when political campaigns have 

treated the word elitist as an epithet, he quoted 

the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s statement 

that the United States “must return to the ac-

ceptance of eggheads and ideas” to meet na-

tional security threats.

 “We are interested in furthering our knowl-

edge of these issues and in soliciting diverse 

points of view, regardless of whether those 

views are critical of the department’s efforts,” 

Mr. Gates added.

 In response to Mr. Gates’s speech, the 

American Anthropological Association sent a 

letter to administration offi cials saying that it 

is of “paramount importance” that anthro-

pologists study the roots of terrorism and 

violence, but adding, “We are deeply con-

cerned that funding such research through 

the Pentagon may pose a potential confl ict 

of interest and undermine the practices of 

peer review.” . . .

 Anthropologists have been especially out-

spoken about the Pentagon’s Human Terrain 

Teams, a two-year-old program that pairs an-

thropologists and other social scientists with 

combat units in Afghanistan and Iraq. . . .

 As for Minerva, many scholars said routing 

the money through the National Science Foun-

dation or a similar institution would go a long 

way toward easing most of their concerns. . . .

SOURCE: Patricia Cohen, “The Pentagon Enlists Social 

Scientists to Study Security Issues.” From The New 

York Times, June 18, 2008. © 2008 The New York 

Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission and 

protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. 

The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmission 

of the Material without express written permission is 

prohibited. www.nytimes.com
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The functionalists especially viewed societies as 
systems in which various parts worked together 
to maintain the whole.
 By the mid-20th century, following World 
War II and the collapse of colonialism, there was a 
revived interest in change, including new evolu-
tionary approaches. Other anthropologists con-
centrated on the symbolic basis and nature of 
culture, using symbolic and interpretive ap-
proaches to uncover patterned symbols and 
meanings. By the 1980s anthropologists had 
grown more interested in the relation between 
culture and the individual, and the role of hu-
man action (agency) in transforming culture. 
There was also a resurgence of historical ap-
proaches, including those that viewed local cul-
tures in relation to colonialism and the world 
system. Contemporary anthropology is marked 
by increasing specialization, based on special 
topics and identities. Refl ecting this specializa-
tion, some universities have moved away from 
the holistic, biocultural view of anthropology 
that is refl ected in this book. However, the Boa-
sian view of anthropology as a four-subfi eld 
discipline—including biological, archaeological, 
cultural, and linguistic anthropology—continues 
to thrive at many universities as well.

Evolutionism
Both Tylor and Morgan wrote classic books  dur-
ing the 19th century. Tylor (1871/1958) offered a 
defi nition of culture and proposed it as a topic that 
could be studied scientifi cally. Morgan’s infl uen-
tial books included Ancient Society (1877/1963), 
The League of the Ho-dé-no-sau-nee or Iroquois 
(1851/1966), and Systems of Consanguinity and 
 Affi nity of the Human Family (1870/1997). The fi rst 
was a key work in cultural evolution. The second 
was an early ethnography. The third was the fi rst 
systematic compendium of cross-cultural data on 
systems of kinship terminology.
 Ancient Society is a key example of 19th-century 
evolutionism applied to society. Morgan assumed 
that human society had evolved through a series of 
stages, which he called savagery, barbarism, and 
civilization. He subdivided savagery and barba-
rism into three substages each: lower, middle, and 
upper savagery and lower, middle, and upper bar-
barism. In Morgan’s scheme, the earliest humans 
lived in lower savagery, with a subsistence based 
on fruits and nuts. In middle savagery people 
started fi shing and gained control over fi re. The 
invention of the bow and arrow ushered in upper 
savagery. Lower barbarism began when humans 
started making pottery. Middle barbarism in the 
Old World depended on the domestication of 
plants and animals, and in the Americas on irri-
gated agriculture. Iron smelting and the use of iron 
tools ushered in upper barbarism. Civilization,     
fi nally, came about with the invention of writing.

 In any complex society, many predictor vari-
ables (social indicators) infl uence behavior and 
opinions. Because we must be able to detect, mea-
sure, and compare the infl uence of social indica-
tors, many contemporary anthropological studies 
have a statistical foundation. Even in rural fi eld 
work, more anthropologists now draw samples, 
gather quantitative data, and use statistics to in-
terpret them (see Bernard 2006; Bernard, ed. 1998). 
Quantifi able information may permit a more pre-
cise assessment of similarities and differences 
among communities. Statistical analysis can sup-
port and round out an ethnographic account of 
local social life.
 However, in the best studies, the hallmark of 
ethnography remains: Anthropologists enter the 
community and get to know the people. They 
participate in local activities, networks, and asso-
ciations in the city, town, or countryside. They 
observe and experience social conditions and 
problems. They watch the effects of national and 
international policies and programs on local life. 
The ethnographic method and the emphasis on 
personal relationships in social research are valu-
able gifts that cultural anthropology brings to the 
study of any society.

THEORY IN ANTHROPOLOGY 
OVER TIME
Anthropology has various fathers and mothers. 
The fathers include Lewis Henry Morgan, Sir 
 Edward Burnett Tylor, Franz Boas, and Bronislaw 
Malinowski. The mothers include Ruth Benedict 
and especially Margaret Mead. Some of the fa-
thers might be classifi ed better as grandfathers, 
since one, Franz Boas, was the intellectual father 
of Mead and Benedict, and since what is known 
now as Boasian anthropology arose mainly in 
opposition to the 19th-century evolutionism of 
Morgan and Tylor.
 My goal in the remainder of this chapter is to 
survey the major theoretical perspectives that 
have characterized anthropology since its emer-
gence in the second half of the 19th century. Evo-
lutionary perspectives, especially those associated 
with Morgan and Tylor, dominated early anthro-
pology. The early 20th century witnessed various 
reactions to 19th-century evolutionism. In Great 
Britain, functionalists such as Malinowski and 
 Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown abandoned the 
speculative historicism of the evolutionists in fa-
vor of studies of present-day living societies. In 
the United States, Boas and his followers rejected 
the search for evolutionary stages in favor of a his-
torical approach that traced borrowing between 
cultures and the spread of culture traits across 
geographic areas. Functionalists and Boasians 
alike saw cultures as integrated and patterned. 
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The Boasians
Four-Field Anthropology
Indisputably, Boas is the father of American four-
fi eld anthropology. His book Race, Language, and 
Culture (1940/1966) is a collection of essays on 
those key topics. Boas contributed to cultural, bio-
logical, and linguistic anthropology. His biologi-
cal studies of European immigrants to the United 
States revealed and measured phenotypical plas-
ticity. The children of immigrants differed physi-
cally from their parents not because of genetic 
change but because they had grown up in a differ-
ent environment. Boas showed that human biol-
ogy was plastic. It could be changed by the 
environment, including cultural forces. Boas and 
his students worked hard to demonstrate that bi-
ology (including race) did not determine culture. 
In an important book, Ruth Benedict (1940) 
stressed the idea that people of many races have 
contributed to major historical advances and that 
civilization is the achievement of no single race.
 As was mentioned in Chapter 1, the four sub-
fi elds of anthropology initially formed around 
interests in Native Americans—their cultures, 
histories, languages, and physical characteristics. 
Boas himself studied language and culture among 
Native Americans, most notably the Kwakiutl of 
the North Pacifi c coast of the United States and 
Canada.

Historical Particularism
Boas and his many infl uential followers, who 
studied with him at Columbia University in New 

 Morgan’s brand of evolutionism is known as 
unilinear evolutionism, because he assumed 
there was one line or path through which all soci-
eties had to evolve. Any society in upper barba-
rism, for example, had to include in its history, in 
order, periods of lower, middle, and upper sav-
agery, and then lower and middle barbarism. 
Stages could not be skipped. Furthermore, Mor-
gan believed that the societies of his time could be 
placed in the various stages. Some had not ad-
vanced beyond upper savagery. Others had made 
it to middle barbarism, while others had attained 
civilization.
 Critics of Morgan disputed various elements 
of his scheme, particularly such terms as “sav-
agery” and “barbarism” and the criteria he used 
for progress. Thus, because Polynesians never de-
veloped pottery, they were frozen, in Morgan’s 
scheme, in upper savagery. In fact, in sociopoliti-
cal terms, Polynesia was an advanced region, 
with many complex societies, including the an-
cient Hawaiian state. We know now, too, that 
Morgan was wrong in assuming that societies 
pursued only one evolutionary path. Societies 
have followed different paths to civilization, 
based on very different economies.
 In his book Primitive Culture (1871/1958), Tylor 
developed his own evolutionary approach to the 
anthropology of religion. Like Morgan, Tylor pro-
posed a unilinear path—from animism to poly-
theism, then monotheism, and fi nally science. In 
Tylor’s view, religion would retreat as science 
provided better and better explanations. Both  Tylor 
and Morgan were interested in survivals, practices 
that survived in contemporary society from ear-
lier evolutionary stages. The belief in ghosts to-
day, for example, would represent a survival from 
the stage of animism—the belief in spiritual be-
ings. Survivals were taken as evidence that a 
 particular society had passed through earlier evo-
lutionary stages.
 Morgan is well known also for The League of 
the Iroquois, anthropology’s earliest ethnography. 
It was based on occasional rather than protracted 
fi eld work. Morgan, although one of anthropolo-
gy’s founders, was not himself a professionally 
trained anthropologist. He was a lawyer in upper 
New York state who was fond of visiting a nearby 
Seneca reservation and learning about their his-
tory and customs. The Seneca were one of six Iro-
quois tribes. Through his fi eld work, and his 
friendship with Ely Parker (see Chapter 1), an 
educated Iroquois man, Morgan was able to de-
scribe the social, political, religious, and eco-
nomic principles of Iroquois life, including the 
history of their confederation. He laid out the 
structural principles on which Iroquois society 
was based. Morgan also used his skills as a law-
yer to help the Iroquois in their fi ght with the 
Ogden Land Company, which was attempting to 
seize their lands.

unilinear 
evolutionism
Idea (19th century) of a 
single line or path of 
 cultural development.

Ernest Smith’s 1936 watercolor depicts a bitterly fought game between Native 

American rivals. The early American anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan 

described lacrosse (shown here) as one of the six games played by the tribes 

of the Iroquois nation, whose League he described in a famous book (1851).
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Independent Invention versus Diffusion
Remember from the chapter “Culture” that cul-
tural generalities are shared by some but not all 
societies. To explain cultural generalities, such as 
totemism and the clan, the evolutionists had 
stressed independent invention: Eventually peo-
ple in many areas (as they evolved along a preor-
dained evolutionary path) had come up with the 
same cultural solution to a common problem. Ag-
riculture, for example, was invented several times. 
The Boasians, while not denying independent in-
vention, stressed the importance of diffusion, or 
borrowing, from other cultures. The analytic units 
they used to study diffusion were the culture trait, 
the trait complex, and the culture area. A culture 
trait was something like a bow and arrow. A trait 
complex was the hunting pattern that went along 
with it. A culture area was based on the diffusion 
of traits and trait complexes across a particular 
geographic area, such as the Plains, the South-
west, or the North Pacifi c coast of North America. 
Such areas usually had environmental boundar-
ies that could limit the spread of culture traits 
outside that area. For the Boasians, historical par-
ticularism and diffusion were complementary. 
As culture traits diffused, they developed their 
particular histories as they entered and moved 
through particular societies. Boasians such as 
Alfred Kroeber, Clark Wissler, and Melville 
 Herskovits studied the distribution of traits and 
developed culture area classifi cations for Native 
North America (Wissler and Kroeber) and Africa 
(Herskovits).
 Historical particularism was based on the idea 
that each element of culture, such as the culture 

York City, took issue with Morgan on many 
counts. They disputed the criteria he used to de-
fi ne his stages. They disputed the idea of one 
evolutionary path. They argued that the same 
cultural result, for example, totemism, could not 
have a single explanation, because there were 
many paths to totemism. Their position was one 
of historical particularism. Because the particu-
lar histories of totemism in societies A, B, and C 
had all been different, those forms of totemism 
had different causes, which made them incom-
parable. They might seem to be the same, but 
they were really different because they had dif-
ferent histories. Any cultural form, from to-
temism to clans, could develop, they believed, 
for all sorts of reasons. Boasian historical partic-
ularism rejected what those scholars called the 
comparative method, which was associated not 
only with Morgan and Tylor but with any an-
thropologist interested in cross-cultural compar-
ison. The evolutionists had compared societies 
in attempting to reconstruct the evolutionary 
history of Homo sapiens. Later anthropologists, 
such as Émile Durkheim and Claude Lévi-
Strauss (see below), also compared societies in 
attempting to explain cultural phenomena such 
as totemism. As is demonstrated throughout this 
text, cross-cultural comparison is alive and well 
in contemporary anthropology.

historical 
particularism
Idea (Boas) that histories 
are not comparable; 
diverse paths can lead to 
the same cultural result.

Franz Boas, founder of American four-fi eld anthropol-

ogy, studied the Kwakwaka’ wakw, or Kwakiutl, in 

British Columbia (BC), Canada. The photo above 

shows Boas posing for a museum model of a Kwak-

iutl dancer. The photo on the right is a still from a 

fi lm by anthropologist Aaron Glass titled In Search of 

the Hamat’sa: A Tale of Headhunting (DER distributor). 

It shows a real Kwakiutl dancer, Marcus Alfred, per-

forming the same Hamat’sa (or “Cannibal Dance”), 

which is a vital part of an important Kwakiutl cere-

mony. The U’mista Cultural Centre in Alert Bay, BC, 

(www.international.gc.ca/culture/arts/ss_umista-en.

asp) owns the rights to the video clip of the Hamat’sa 

featuring Marcus Alfred.
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inent role of the mother’s brother among the Ba 
Thonga of Mozambique. An evolutionist priest 
working in Mozambique previously had  explained 
the special role of the mother’s brother in this 
patrilineal society as a survival from a time when 
the descent rule had been matrilineal. (The uni-
linear evolutionists believed all human societies 
had passed through a matrilineal stage.) Since 
Radcliffe-Brown believed that the history of Ba 
Thonga society could only be conjectural, he ex-
plained the special role of the mother’s brother 
with reference to the institutions of present rather 
than past Ba Thonga society. Radcliffe-Brown ad-
vocated that social anthropology be a synchronic 
rather than a diachronic science, that is, that it 
study societies as they exist today (synchronic, at 
one time) rather than across time (diachronic).

Structural Functionalism
The term structural functionalism is associated 
with Radcliffe-Brown and Edward Evan Evans-
Pritchard, another prominent British social an-
thropologist. The latter is famous for many books, 
including The Nuer (1940), an ethnographic classic 
that laid out very clearly the structural principles 
that organized Nuer society in Sudan. According 
to functionalism and structural functionalism, 
customs (social practices) function to preserve the 
social structure. In Radcliffe-Brown’s view, the 
function of any practice is what it does to maintain 
the system of which it is a part. That system has a 
structure whose parts work or function to main-
tain the whole. Radcliffe-Brown saw social systems 
as comparable to anatomical and physiological 
systems. The function of organs and physiological 
processes is their role in keeping the body running 
smoothly. So, too, he thought, did customs, prac-
tices, social roles, and behavior function to keep 
the social system running smoothly.

synchronic
(Studying societies) at 
one time.

diachronic
(Studying societies) 
across time.

trait or trait complex, had its own distinctive his-
tory and that social forms (such as totemism in 
different societies) that might look similar were 
far from identical because of their different histo-
ries. Historical particularism rejected comparison 
and generalization in favor of an individuating 
historical approach. In this rejection, historical 
particularism stands in contrast to most of the ap-
proaches that have followed it.

Functionalism
Another challenge to evolutionism (and to histori-
cal particularism) came from Great Britain. Func-
tionalism postponed the search for origins (through 
evolution or diffusion) and instead focused on the 
role of culture traits and practices in contemporary 
society. The two main strands of functionalism are 
associated with Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown 
and Bronislaw Malinowski, a Polish anthropolo-
gist who taught mainly in Great Britain.

Malinowski
Both Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown focused 
on the present rather than on historical recon-
struction. Malinowski did pioneering fi eld work 
among living people. Usually considered the fa-
ther of ethnography by virtue of his years of fi eld 
work in the Trobriand Islands, Malinowski was a 
functionalist in two senses. In the fi rst, rooted in 
his ethnography, he believed that all customs and 
institutions in society were integrated and inter-
related, so that if one changed, others would 
change as well. Each, then, was a function of the 
others. A corollary of this belief was that the eth-
nography could begin anywhere and eventually 
get at the rest of the culture. Thus, a study of 
Trobriand fi shing eventually would lead the eth-
nographer to study the entire economic system, 
the role of magic and religion, myth, trade, and 
kinship. The second strand of Malinowski’s 
functionalism is known as needs functionalism. 
Malinowski (1944) believed that humans had a 
set of universal biological needs, and that cus-
toms developed to fulfi ll those needs. The func-
tion of any practice was the role it played in 
satisfying those universal biological needs, such 
as the need for food, sex, shelter, and so on.

Conjectural History
According to Radcliffe-Brown (1962/1965), al-
though history is important, social anthropology 
could never hope to discover the histories of peo-
ple without writing. (Social anthropology is what 
cultural anthropology is called in Great Britain.) 
He trusted neither evolutionary nor diffusionist 
reconstructions. Since all history was conjectural, 
Radcliffe-Brown urged social anthropologists to 
focus on the role that particular practices play in 
the life of societies today. In a famous essay 
Radcliffe-Brown (1962/1965) examined the prom-

functionalism
Approach focusing on 
the role (function) of 
 sociocultural practices 
in social systems.

Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942), who was born in Poland but spent most of 

his professional life in England, did fi eld work in the Trobriand Islands from 1914 

to 1918. Malinowski is generally considered to be the father of ethnography. Does 

this photo suggest anything about his relationship with Trobriand villagers?
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women, have led to changes in family and house-
hold organization and in related variables such as 
age at marriage and frequency of divorce. Changes 
in work and family arrangements then affect 
other variables, such as frequency of church at-
tendance, which has declined in the United States 
and Canada.

Confi gurationalism
Two of Boas’s students, Benedict and Mead, de-
veloped an approach to culture that has been 
called confi gurationalism. This is related to 
functionalism in the sense that culture is seen as 
integrated. We’ve seen that the Boasians traced 
the geographic distribution of culture traits. But 
Boas recognized that diffusion wasn’t auto-
matic. Traits might not spread if they met envi-
ronmental barriers, or if they were not accepted 
by a particular culture. There had to be a fi t be-
tween the culture and the trait diffusing in, and 
borrowed traits would be reworked to fi t the 
culture adopting them. The chapter “Global 
 Issues Today” examines how borrowed traits 
are indigenized—modifi ed to fi t the existing 
culture. Although traits may diffuse in from var-
ious directions, Benedict stressed that culture 
traits—indeed, whole cultures—are uniquely 
patterned or integrated. Her best-selling book 
Patterns of Culture (1934/1959) described such 
culture patterns.
 Mead also found patterns in the cultures she 
studied, including Samoa, Bali, and Papua New 
Guinea. Mead was particularly interested in how 

confi gurationalism
View of culture as inte-
grated and patterned.

Dr. Pangloss versus Confl ict
Given this suggestion of harmony, some function-
alist models have been criticized as Panglossian, 
after Dr. Pangloss, a character in Voltaire’s Candide 
who was fond of proclaiming this “the best of 
all possible worlds.” Panglossian functionalism 
means a tendency to see things as functioning not 
just to maintain the system but to do so in the most 
optimal way possible, so that any deviation from 
the norm would only damage the system. A group 
of British social anthropologists working at the 
University of Manchester, dubbed the Manchester 
school, are well known for their research in African 
societies and their departure from a Panglossian 
view of social harmony. Manchester anthropolo-
gists Max Gluckman and Victor Turner made con-
fl ict an important part of their analysis, such as 
when Gluckman wrote about rituals of rebellion. 
However, the Manchester school did not abandon 
functionalism totally. Its members examined how 
rebellion and confl ict were regulated and dissi-
pated, thus maintaining the system.

Functionalism Persists
A form of functionalism persists in the widely ac-
cepted view that there are social and cultural sys-
tems and that their elements, or constituent parts, 
are functionally related (are functions of each 
other) so that they covary: when one part changes, 
others also change. Also enduring is the idea that 
some elements—often the economic ones—are 
more important than others are. Few would deny, 
for example, that signifi cant economic changes, 
such as the increasing cash employment of 

The University of Manchester was developed by bringing together the Victoria 

University of Manchester (shown here) and the University of Manchester Insti-

tute of Science and Technology. Max Gluckman, one of the founders of anthro-

pology’s “Manchester school,” taught here from 1949 until his death in 1975.

This 1995 stamp honors Ruth Fulton Benedict (1887–

1948), a major fi gure in American anthropology, most 

famous for her widely read book Patterns of Culture.
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politically, too, there has been evolution, from 
bands and tribes to chiefdoms and states. There 
can be no doubt, White argued, that culture has 
evolved. But unlike the unilinear evolutionists of 
the 19th century, White realized that particular 
cultures might not evolve in the same direction.
 Julian Steward, in his infl uential book Theory of 
Culture Change (1955), proposed a different evolu-
tionary model, which he called multilinear evolu-
tion. He showed how cultures had evolved along 
several different lines. For example, he recognized 
different paths to statehood (e.g., those followed by 
irrigated versus nonirrigated societies). Steward 
was also a pioneer in a fi eld of anthropology he 
called cultural ecology, today generally known as 
ecological anthropology, which considers the rela-
tionships between cultures and environmental 
variables.
 Unlike Mead and Benedict, who were not inter-
ested in causes, White and Steward were. For 
White, energy capture was the main measure and 
cause of cultural advance: Cultures advanced in 
proportion to the amount of energy harnessed per 
capita per year. In this view, the United States is 
one of the world’s most advanced societies because 
of all the energy it harnesses and uses. White’s 
formulation is ironic in viewing societies that 
deplete nature’s bounty as being more ad-
vanced than those that conserve it.
 Steward was equally interested in cau-
sality, and he looked to technology and 
the environment as the main causes of 
culture change. The environment and the 
technology available to exploit it were 
seen as part of what he called the culture 
core—the combination of subsistence and 

cultures varied in their patterns of enculturation. 
Stressing the plasticity of human nature, she saw 
culture as a powerful force that created almost 
endless possibilities. Even among neighboring 
societies, different enculturation patterns could 
produce very different personality types and cul-
tural confi gurations. Mead’s best-known—albeit 
controversial—book is Coming of Age in Samoa 
(1928/1961). Mead traveled to Samoa to study 
female adolescence there in order to compare it 
with the same period of life in the United States. 
Suspicious of biologically determined universals, 
she assumed that Samoan adolescence would 
differ from the same period in the United States 
and that this would affect adult personality. Us-
ing her Samoan ethnographic fi ndings, Mead 
contrasted the apparent sexual freedom and ex-
perimentation there with the repression of ado-
lescent sexuality in the United States. Her fi ndings 
supported the Boasian view that culture, not bi-
ology or race, determines variation in human be-
havior and personality. Mead’s later fi eld work 
among the Arapesh, Mundugumor, and Tcham-
buli of New Guinea resulted in Sex and Tempera-
ment in Three Primitive Societies (1935/1950). That 
book documented variation in male and female 
personality traits and behavior across cultures. 
She offered it as further support for cultural de-
terminism. Like Benedict, Mead was more inter-
ested in describing how cultures were uniquely 
patterned or confi gured than in explaining how 
they got to be that way.

Neoevolutionism
Around 1950, with the end of World War II and a 
growing anticolonial movement, anthropologists 
renewed their interest in culture change and even 
evolution. The American anthropologists Leslie 
White and Julian Steward complained that the 
Boasians had thrown the baby (evolution) out 
with the bath water (the particular fl aws of 19th-
century evolutionary schemes). There was a need, 
the neoevolutionists contended, to reintroduce 
within the study of culture a powerful concept—
evolution itself. This concept, after all, remains 
basic to biology. Why should it not apply to cul-
ture as well?
 In his book The Evolution of Culture (1959), 
White claimed to be returning to the same con-
cept of cultural evolution used by Tylor and Mor-
gan, but now informed by a century of 
archaeological discoveries and a much larger eth-
nographic record. White’s approach has been 
called general evolution, the idea that over time 
and through the archaeological, historical, and 
ethnographic records, we can see the evolution of 
culture as a whole. For example, human econo-
mies have evolved from Paleolithic foraging, 
through early farming and herding, to intensive 
forms of agriculture, and to industrialism. Socio-

World-famous anthropologist Margaret Mead (1901–1979) in the fi eld in Bali, 

Indonesia, in 1957.

Map 10 shows 
ethnographic study 
sites prior to 1950, 
including the 
Trobriand Islands, 
Samoa, Arapesh, 
Mundugumor, and 
Tchambuli.

anthropology ATLAS
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Science and Determinism
Harris’s infl uential books include The Rise of 
Anthropological Theory (1968/2001) and Cultural 
Materialism: The Struggle for a Science of Culture 
(1979/2001). Like most of the anthropologists 
discussed so far, Harris insisted that anthropol-
ogy is a science; that science is based on expla-
nation, which uncovers relations of cause and 
effect; and that the role of science is to discover 
causes, to fi nd determinants. One of White’s two 
infl uential books was The Science of Culture 
(1949). Malinowski set forth his theory of needs 
functionalism in a book titled A Scientifi c Theory 
of Culture, and Other Essays (1944). Mead viewed 
anthropology as a humanistic science of unique 
value in understanding and improving the hu-
man condition.
 Like Harris, White, and Steward, all of whom 
looked to infrastructural factors as determinants, 
Mead was a determinist, but of a very different 
sort. Mead’s cultural determinism viewed human 
nature as more or less a blank slate on which cul-
ture could write almost any lesson. Culture was 
so powerful that it could change drastically the 
expression of a biological stage—adolescence—in 
Samoa and the United States. Mead stressed the 
role of culture rather than economy, environment, 
or material factors in this difference.

Culture and the Individual
Culturology
Interestingly, Leslie White, the avowed evolu-
tionist and champion of energy as a measure of 
cultural progress, was, like Mead, a strong advo-
cate of the importance of culture. White saw cul-
tural anthropology as a science, and he named 
that science culturology. Cultural forces, which 
rested on the unique human capacity for sym-
bolic thought, were so powerful, White believed, 
that individuals made little difference. White 
disputed what was then called the “great man 
theory of history,” the idea that particular indi-
viduals were responsible for great discoveries 
and epochal changes. White looked instead to 
the constellation of cultural forces that produced 
great individuals. During certain historical peri-
ods, such as the Renaissance, conditions were 
right for the expression of creativity and great-
ness, and individual genius blossomed. At other 
times and places, there may have been just as 
many great minds, but the culture did not en-
courage their expression. As proof of this theory, 
White pointed to the simultaneity of discovery. 
Several times in human history, when culture 
was ready, people working independently in 
different places have come up with the same 
revolutionary idea or achievement. Examples 
include the formulation of the theory of evolu-
tion through natural selection by Charles Dar-
win and Alfred Russel Wallace, the independent 

economic activities that determined the social order 
and the confi guration of that culture in general.

Cultural Materialism
In proposing cultural materialism as a theoreti-
cal paradigm, Marvin Harris adapted multilay-
ered models of determinism associated with 
White and Steward. For Harris (1979/2001) all 
societies had an infrastructure, corresponding to 
Steward’s culture core, consisting of technology, 
economics, and demography—the systems of 
production and reproduction without which so-
cieties could not survive. Growing out of infra-
structure was structure—social relations, forms of 
kinship and descent, patterns of distribution and 
consumption. The third layer was superstructure: 
religion, ideology, play—aspects of culture fur-
thest away from the meat and bones that enable 
cultures to survive. Harris’s key belief, shared 
with White, Steward, and Karl Marx, was that in 
the fi nal analysis infrastructure determines struc-
ture and superstructure.
 Harris therefore took issue with theorists (he 
called them “idealists”) such as Max Weber who 
argued for the prominent role of religion (the 
Protestant ethic, as discussed in the chapter “Reli-
gion”) in changing society. Weber didn’t argue 
that Protestantism had caused capitalism. He 
merely contended that the individualism and 
other traits associated with early Protestantism 
were especially compatible with capitalism and 
therefore aided its spread. One could infer from 
Weber’s argument that without Protestantism, 
the rise and spread of capitalism would have been 
much slower. Harris probably would counter that 
given the change in economy, some new religion 
compatible with the new economy would appear 
and spread with that economy, since infrastruc-
ture (what Karl Marx called the base) always de-
termines in the fi nal analysis.

cultural materialism
Idea (Harris) that cultural 
infrastructure deter-
mines structure and 
superstructure.

Marvin Harris (1927–

2001), chief advocate 

of the approach 

known as cultural 

materialism. Harris 

taught anthropology 

at Columbia Univer-

sity and the Univer-

sity of Florida.
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suicide rates (1897/1951) and religion (1912/2001) 
are collective phenomena. Individuals commit 
suicide for all sorts of reasons, but the variation 
in rates (which apply only to collectivities) can 
and should be linked to social phenomena, such 
as a sense of anomie, malaise, or alienation at 
particular times and in particular places.

Symbolic and Interpretive 
Anthropology
Victor Turner was a colleague of Max Gluckman 
in the Department of Social Anthropology at the 
University of Manchester, and thus a member of 
the Manchester school, previously described, be-
fore moving to the United States, where he taught 
at the University of Chicago and the University 
of Virginia. Turner wrote several important books 
and essays on ritual and symbols. His mono-
graph Schism and Continuity in an African Society 
(1957/1996) illustrates the interest in confl ict and 
its resolution previously mentioned as character-
istic of the Manchester school. The Forest of Sym-
bols (1967) is a collection of essays about symbols 
and rituals among the Nbembu of Zambia, where 
Turner did his major fi eld work. In The Forest of 
Symbols Turner examines how symbols and ritu-
als are used to redress, regulate, anticipate, and 

rediscovery of Mendelian genetics by three sepa-
rate scientists in 1917, and the independent in-
vention of fl ight by the Wright brothers in the 
United States and Santos Dumont in Brazil.

The Superorganic
Much of the history of anthropology has been 
about the roles and relative prominence of culture 
and the individual. Like White, the prolifi c 
 Boasian anthropologist Alfred Kroeber stressed 
the power of culture. Kroeber (1952/1987) called 
the cultural realm, whose origin converted an ape 
into an early hominin, the superorganic. The su-
perorganic opened up a new domain of analysis 
separable from, but comparable in importance to, 
the organic (life—without which there could be 
no superorganic) and the inorganic (chemistry 
and physics—the basis of the organic). Like White 
(and long before him Tylor, who fi rst proposed a 
science of culture), Kroeber saw culture as the ba-
sis of a new science, which became cultural an-
thropology. Kroeber (1923) laid out the basis of 
this science in anthropology’s fi rst textbook. He 
attempted to demonstrate the power of culture 
over the individual by focusing on particular 
styles and fashions, such as those involving wom-
en’s hem lengths. According to Kroeber (1944), 
hordes of individuals were carried along help-
lessly by the alternating trends of various times, 
swept up in the undulation of styles. Unlike 
White, Steward, and Harris, Kroeber did not at-
tempt to explain such shifts; he simply used them 
to show the power of culture over the individual. 
Like Mead, he was a cultural determinist.

Durkheim
In France, Émile Durkheim had taken a similar ap-
proach, calling for a new social science to be based 
in what he called, in French, the conscience collectif. 
The usual translation of this as “collective con-
sciousness” does not convey adequately the simi-
larity of this notion to Kroeber’s superorganic and 
White’s culturology. This new science, Durkheim 
proposed, would be based on the study of social 
facts, analytically distinct from the individuals 
from whose behavior those facts were inferred. 
Many anthropologists agree with the central 
premise that the role of the anthropologist is to 
study something larger than the individual. Psy-
chologists study individuals; anthropologists 
study individuals as representative of something 
more. It is those larger systems, which consist of 
social positions—statuses and roles—and which 
are perpetuated across the generations through 
enculturation, that anthropologists should study.
 Of course sociologists also study such social 
systems, and Durkheim, as has been discussed 
previously, is a common father of anthropology 
and sociology. Durkheim wrote of religion in 
Native Australia as readily as of suicide rates in 
modern societies. As analyzed by Durkheim, 

superorganic
(Kroeber) The special 
domain of culture, 
 beyond the organic and 
inorganic realms.

Mary Douglas (1921–

2007), a prominent 

symbolic anthropol-

ogist, who taught at 

University College, 

London, England, 

and Northwestern 

University, Evanston, 

Illinois. This photo 

shows her at an 

awards ceremony 

celebrating her re-

ceipt in 2003 of an 

honorary degree 

from Oxford.
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(a)

According to Geertz (1973), anthropologists 
may choose anything in a culture that interests 
or engages them (such as a Balinese cockfi ght he 
interprets in a famous essay), fi ll in details, and 
elaborate to inform their readers about mean-
ings in that culture. Meanings are carried by 
public symbolic forms, including words, rituals, 
and customs.

Structuralism
In anthropology, structuralism mainly is associ-
ated with Claude Lévi-Strauss, a prolifi c and 
long-lived French anthropologist. Lévi-Strauss’s 
structuralism evolved over time, from his early 
interest in the structures of kinship and marriage 
systems to his later interest in the structure of the 
human mind. In this latter sense, Lévi-Straussian 
structuralism (1967) aims not at explaining rela-
tions, themes, and connections among aspects of 
culture but at discovering them.
 Structuralism rests on Lévi-Strauss’s belief that 
human minds have certain universal characteris-
tics, which originate in common features of the 
Homo sapiens brain. These common mental struc-
tures lead people everywhere to think similarly 
regardless of their society or cultural background. 
Among these universal mental characteristics are 
the need to classify: to impose order on aspects of 
nature, on people’s relation to nature, and on rela-
tions between people.
 According to Lévi-Strauss, a universal aspect of 
classifi cation is opposition, or contrast. Although 
many phenomena are continuous rather than dis-
crete, the mind, because of its need to impose or-
der, treats them as being more different than they 
are. One of the most common means of classifying 
is by using binary opposition. Good and evil, 
white and black, old and young, high and low are 
oppositions that, according to Lévi-Strauss, refl ect 
the universal human need to convert differences 
of degree into differences of kind.
 Lévi-Strauss applied his assumptions about 
classifi cation and binary opposition to myths 

avoid confl ict. He also examines a hierarchy of 
meanings of symbols, from their social meanings 
and functions to their internalization within indi-
viduals.
 Turner recognized links between symbolic 
 anthropology (the study of symbols in their social 
and cultural context), a school he pioneered along 
with Mary Douglas (1970), and such other fi elds 
as social psychology, psychology, and psychoanal-
ysis. The study of symbols is all-important in psy-
choanalysis, whose founder, Sigmund Freud, also 
recognized a hierarchy of symbols, from poten-
tially universal ones to those that had meaning for 
particular individuals and emerged during the 
analysis and interpretation of their dreams. Turn-
er’s symbolic anthropology fl ourished at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, where another major advocate, 
David Schneider (1968), developed a symbolic ap-
proach to American culture in his book American 
Kinship: A Cultural Account (1968).
 Related to symbolic anthropology, and also 
 associated with the University of Chicago (and 
later with Princeton University), is interpretive 
anthropology, whose main advocate has been 
Clifford Geertz. As mentioned in the chapter 
“Culture,” Geertz defi ned culture as ideas based 
on cultural learning and symbols. During encul-
turation, individuals internalize a previously es-
tablished system of meanings and symbols. They 
use this cultural system to defi ne their world, ex-
press their feelings, and make their judgments.
 Interpretive anthropology (Geertz 1973, 1983) 
approaches cultures as texts whose forms and, 
especially, meanings must be deciphered in par-
ticular cultural and historical contexts. Geertz’s 
approach recalls Malinowski’s belief that the 
ethnographer’s primary task is “to grasp the 
 native’s point of view, his relation to life, to real-
ize his vision of his world” (1922/1961, p. 25—
Malinowski’s italics). Since the 1970s, interpretive 
anthropology has considered the task of describ-
ing and interpreting that which is meaningful 
to natives. Cultures are texts that natives con-
stantly “read” and ethnographers must decipher. 

symbolic 
anthropology
The study of symbols in 
their social and cultural 
context.

interpretive 
anthropology
(Geertz) The study of a 
culture as a system of 
meaning.

(a) Three books by 

the prominent and 

prolifi c anthropolo-

gist Clifford Geertz 

(1926–2006): The 

Interpretation of Cul-

tures (the book that 

established the fi eld 

of interpretive an-

thropology); After the 

Fact: Two Countries, 

Four Decades, One 

Anthropologist; and 

Islam Observed: 

Religious Development 

in Morocco and 

Indonesia. (b) Geertz 

himself in 1998.

(b)
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Culture shapes how individuals experience and 
respond to external events, but individuals also 
play an active role in how society functions and 
changes. Practice theory recognizes both con-
straints on individuals and the fl exibility and 
changeability of cultures and social systems. Well-
known practice theorists include Sherry Ortner, an 
American anthropologist, and Pierre Bourdieu 
and Anthony Giddens, French and British social 
theorists, respectively.

Leach
Some of the germs of practice theory, sometimes 
also called action theory (Vincent 1990), can be 
traced to the British anthropologist Edmund 
Leach, who wrote the infl uential book Political 
Systems of Highland Burma (1954/1970). Infl uenced 
by the Italian social theorist Vilfredo Pareto, Leach 
focused on how individuals work to achieve 
power and how their actions can transform soci-
ety. In the Kachin Hills of Burma, now Myanmar, 
Leach identifi ed three forms of sociopolitical or-
ganization, which he called gumlao, gumsa, and 
Shan. Leach made a tremendously important 
point by taking a regional rather than a local per-
spective. The Kachins participated in a regional 
system that included all three forms of organiza-
tion. Leach showed how they coexist and interact, 
as forms and possibilities known to everyone, in 
the same region. He also showed how Kachins 
creatively use power struggles, for example, to 
convert gumlao into gumsa organization, and how 
they negotiate their own identities within the 
regional system. Leach brought process to the 
formal models of structural functionalism. By 
focusing on power and how individuals get and 
use it, he showed the creative role of the indi-
vidual in transforming culture.

World-System Theory 
and Political Economy
Leach’s regional perspective was not all that dif-
ferent from another development at the same 
time. Julian Steward, discussed previously as a 
neoevolutionist, joined the faculty of Columbia 
University in 1946, where he worked with sev-
eral graduate students, including Eric Wolf and 
Sidney Mintz. Steward, Mintz, Wolf, and others 
planned and conducted a team research project 
in Puerto Rico, described in Steward’s volume 
The People of Puerto Rico (1956). This project ex-
emplifi ed a post–World War II turn of anthro-
pology away from “primitive” and nonindustrial 
societies, assumed to be somewhat isolated and 
autonomous, to contemporary societies recog-
nized as forged by colonialism and participating 
fully in the modern world system. The team 
studied communities in different parts of Puerto 
Rico. The fi eld sites were chosen to sample ma-
jor events and adaptations, such as the sugar 

and folk tales. He showed that these narratives 
have simple building blocks—elementary struc-
tures or “mythemes.” Examining the myths of 
different cultures, Lévi-Strauss shows that one 
tale can be converted into another through a se-
ries of simple operations, for example, by doing 
the following:

1.  Converting the positive element of a myth 
into its negative

2.  Reversing the order of the elements

3.  Replacing a male hero with a female hero

4.  Preserving or repeating certain key elements

 Through such operations, two apparently dis-
similar myths can be shown to be variations on a 
common structure, that is, to be transformations 
of each other. One example is Lévi-Strauss’s (1967) 
analysis of “Cinderella,” a widespread tale whose 
elements vary between neighboring cultures. 
Through reversals, oppositions, and negations, 
as the tale is told, retold, diffused, and incorpo-
rated within the traditions of successive societies, 
“Cinderella” becomes “Ash Boy,” along with a 
series of other oppositions (e.g., stepfather versus 
stepmother) related to the change in gender from 
female to male.

Processual Approaches
Agency
Structuralism has been faulted for being overly 
formal and for ignoring social process. We saw in 
the chapter “Culture” that culture conventionally 
has been seen as social glue transmitted across the 
generations, binding people through their com-
mon past. More recently, anthropologists have 
come to see culture as something continually cre-
ated and reworked in the present. The tendency 
to view culture as an entity rather than a process 
is changing. Contemporary anthropologists now 
emphasize how day-to-day action, practice, or 
resistance can make and remake culture (Gupta 
and Ferguson, eds. 1997b). Agency refers to the 
actions that individuals take, both alone and in 
groups, in forming and transforming cultural 
identities.

Practice Theory
The approach to culture known as practice theory 
(Ortner 1984) recognizes that individuals within a 
society or culture have diverse motives and inten-
tions and different degrees of power and infl u-
ence. Such contrasts may be associated with 
gender, age, ethnicity, class, and other social vari-
ables. Practice theory focuses on how such varied 
individuals—through their actions and practices—
infl uence and transform the world they live in. 
Practice theory appropriately recognizes a recip-
rocal relation between culture and the individual. 

agency
The actions of individu-
als, alone and in groups, 
that create and trans-
form culture.
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cault (1979) contend that it is easier to dominate 
people in their minds than to try to control their 
bodies. Contemporary societies have devised 
various forms of social control in addition to 
physical violence. These include techniques of 
persuading, coercing, and managing people and 
of monitoring and recording their beliefs, behav-
ior, movements, and contacts. Anthropologists 
interested in culture, history and power, such as 
Ann Stoler (1995, 2002), have examined systems 
of power, domination, accommodation, and re-
sistance in various contexts, including colonies, 
postcolonies, and other stratifi ed contexts.

ANTHROPOLOGY TODAY
Early American anthropologists, such as Morgan, 
Boas, and Kroeber, were interested in, and made 
contributions to, more than a single subfi eld. If 
there has been a single dominant trend in an-
thropology since the 1960s, it has been one of 
increasing specialization. During the 1960s, 
when this author attended graduate school at 
Columbia University, I had to study and take 
qualifying exams in all four subfi elds. This has 
changed. There are still strong four-fi eld an-
thropology departments, but many excellent 
departments lack one or more of the subfi elds. 
Four-fi eld departments such as the University 
of Michigan’s still require courses and teaching 
expertise across the subfi elds, but graduate stu-
dents must choose to specialize in a particular 
subfi eld and take qualifying exams only in that 
subfi eld. In Boasian anthropology, all four sub-
fi elds shared a single theoretical assumption 
about human plasticity. Today, following spe-
cialization, the theories that guide the subfi elds 
differ. Evolutionary paradigms of various sorts 
still dominate biological anthropology and re-
main strong in archaeology as well. Within cul-
tural anthropology, it has been decades since 
evolutionary approaches thrived.
 Ethnography, too, has grown more specialized. 
Cultural anthropologists now head for the fi eld 
with a specifi c problem in mind, rather than with 
the goal of producing a holistic ethnography—a 
complete account of a given culture—as Morgan 
and Malinowski intended when they studied, 
 respectively, the Iroquois and the people of the 
Trobriand Islands. Boas, Malinowski, and Mead 
went somewhere and stayed there for a while, 
studying the local culture. Today the fi eld has ex-
panded to include regional and national systems 
and the movement of people, such as immigrants 
and diasporas, across national boundaries. Many 
anthropologists now follow the fl ows of people, 
information, fi nance, and media to multiple sites. 
Such movement has been made possible by ad-
vances in transportation and communication. 

plantation, in the island’s history. The approach 
emphasized economics, politics, and history.
 Wolf and Mintz retained their interest in 
 history throughout their careers. Wolf wrote the 
modern classic Europe and the People without 
 History (1982), which viewed local people, such 
as Native Americans, in the context of world- 
system events, such as the fur trade in North 
America. Wolf focused on how such “people 
without history”—that is, nonliterate people, 
those who lacked written histories of their own—
participated in and were transformed by the 
world system and the spread of capitalism. 
Mintz’s Sweetness and Power (1985) is another 
 example of historical anthropology focusing on
political economy (the web of interrelated eco-
nomic and power relations). Mintz traces the do-
mestication and spread of sugar, its transformative 
role in England, and its impact on the New 
World, where it became the basis for slave-based 
plantation economies in the Caribbean and Bra-
zil. Such works in political economy illustrate a 
movement of anthropology toward interdiscipli-
narity, drawing on other academic fi elds, such as 
history and sociology. Any world-system ap-
proach in anthropology would have to pay atten-
tion to sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein’s writing 
on world-system theory, including his model of 
core, periphery, and semiperiphery, as discussed 
in the chapter “The World System and Colonial-
ism.” However, world-system approaches in an-
thropology have been criticized for overstressing 
the infl uence of outsiders, and for paying insuf-
fi cient attention to the transformative actions of 
“the people without history” themselves. Recap 3.2 
summarizes this and other major theoretical 
 perspectives and identifi es the key works associ-
ated with them.

Culture, History, Power
More recent approaches in historical anthropol-
ogy, while sharing an interest in power with the 
world-system theorists, have focused more on 
local agency, the transformative actions of indi-
viduals and groups within colonized societies. 
Archival work has been prominent in recent his-
torical anthropology, particularly on areas, such 
as Indonesia, for which colonial and postcolonial 
archives contain valuable information on rela-
tions between colonizers and colonized and the 
actions of various actors in the colonial context. 
Studies of culture, history, and power have drawn 
heavily on the work of European social theorists 
such as Antonio Gramsci and Michel Foucault.
 Gramsci (1971) developed the concept of hege-
mony for a stratifi ed social order in which subor-
dinates comply with domination by internalizing 
their rulers’ values and accepting domination as 
“natural.” Both Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and Fou-

political economy
The web of interrelated 
economic and power 
relations in society.
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Refl ecting the trends just described, the AAA 
(American Anthropological Association) now has 
all sorts of subgroups. At its beginning, there 
were just anthropologists within the AAA. Now 
there are groups representing biological anthro-
pology, archaeology, and linguistic, cultural, and 
applied anthropology, as well as dozens of 
groups formed around particular interests and 
identities. These groups represent psychological 
anthropology, urban anthropology, culture and 
agriculture, anthropologists in small colleges, 
midwestern anthropologists, senior anthropolo-
gists, lesbian and gay anthropologists, Latino/a 
anthropologists, and so on. Many of the identity-

However, with so much time in motion and with 
the need to adjust to various fi eld sites and con-
texts, the richness of traditional ethnography may 
diminish.
 Anthropology also has witnessed a crisis in 
representation—questions about the role of the 
ethnographer and the nature of ethnographic au-
thority. What right do ethnographers have to rep-
resent a people or culture to which they don’t 
belong? Some argue that insiders’ accounts are 
more valuable and appropriate than are studies 
by outsiders, because native anthropologists not 
only know the culture better but also should be in 
charge of representing their culture to the public. 

 RECAP 3.2 Timeline and Key Works in Anthropological Theory

THEORETICAL APPROACH KEY AUTHORS AND WORKS

Culture, history, power Ann Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power (2002); 
 Frederick Cooper and Ann Stoler, Tensions of Empire (1997)

Crisis of representation/ Jean François Lyotard, The Postmodern Explained (1993); 
postmodernism George Marcus and Michael Fischer, Anthropology as 
 Cultural Critique (1986)

Practice theory Sherry Ortner, “Theory in Anthropology since the Sixties” (1984); 
 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977)

World-system theory/ Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power (1985); 
political economy Eric Wolf, Europe and the People without History (1982)

Feminist anthropology Rayna Reiter, Toward an Anthropology of Women (1975); 
 Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere, Women, Culture, 
 and Society (1974)

Cultural materialism Marvin Harris, Cultural Materialism (1979), 
Rise of Anthropological Theory (1968)

Interpretive anthropology Clifford Geertz, Interpretation of Cultures (1973)*

Symbolic anthropology Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (1970); 
 Victor Turner, Forest of Symbols (1967)*

Structuralism Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology (1967)*

Neoevolutionism Leslie White, Evolution of Culture (1959); 
 Julian Steward, Theory of Culture Change (1955)

Manchester school and Leach Victor Turner, Schism and Continuity in an African Society (1957); 
 Edmund Leach, Political Systems of Highland Burma (1954)

Culturology Leslie White, Science of Culture (1949)*

Confi gurationalism Alfred Kroeber, Confi gurations of Cultural Growth (1944); 
 Margaret Mead, Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive 
 Societies (1935); Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (1934)

Structural functionalism A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, Structure and Function in Primitive 
 Society (1962)*; E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer (1940)

Functionalism Bronislaw Malinowski, A Scientifi c Theory of Culture (1944)*, 
Argonauts of the Western Pacifi c (1922)

Historical particularism Franz Boas, Race, Language, and Culture (1940)*

Unilinear evolutionism Lewis Henry Morgan, Ancient Society (1877); 
 Sir Edward Burnett Tylor, Primitive Culture, (1871)

*Includes essays written at earlier dates.
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vent objectivity, leading to artifi cial and biased ac-
counts that have no more value than do those of 
insiders who are nonscientists.
 What are we to do if we, as I do, continue to 
share Mead’s view of anthropology as a humanis-
tic science of unique value in understanding and 
improving the human condition? We must try to 
stay aware of our biases and our inability totally 
to escape them. The best scientifi c choice would 
seem to be to combine the perpetual goal of objec-
tivity with skepticism about our capacity to 
achieve it.

based groups accept the premise that 
group members are better quali-

fi ed to study issues and topics 
involving that group than out-
siders are.

Science itself may be chal-
lenged. Doubters argue that sci-
ence can’t be trusted because it is 
carried out by scientists. All sci-

entists, the doubters contend, 
come from particular individual 

or cultural backgrounds that pre-

Acing the 
COURSE

Summary 1.  Ethnographic methods include observation, rap-
port building, participant observation, interview-
ing, genealogies, work with key consultants, life 
histories, and longitudinal research. Ethnogra-
phers do not systematically manipulate their sub-
jects or conduct experiments. Rather, they work in 
actual communities and form personal relation-
ships with local people as they study their lives.

2.  An interview schedule is a form that an ethnogra-
pher completes as he or she visits a series of 
households. The schedule organizes and guides 
each interview, ensuring that comparable infor-
mation is collected from everyone. Key cultural 
consultants teach about particular areas of local 
life. Life histories dramatize the fact that culture 
bearers are individuals. Such case studies docu-
ment personal experiences with culture and cul-
ture change. Genealogical information is 
particularly useful in societies in which principles 
of kinship and marriage organize social and po-
litical life. Emic approaches focus on native per-
ceptions and explanations. Etic approaches give 
priority to the ethnographer’s own observations 
and conclusions. Longitudinal research is the sys-
tematic study of an area or site over time. Forces 
of change are often too pervasive and complex to 
be understood by a lone ethnographer. Anthropo-
logical research may be done by teams and at 
multiple sites. Outsiders, fl ows, linkages, and 
people in motion are now included in ethno-
graphic analyses.

3.  Traditionally, anthropologists worked in small-
scale societies; sociologists, in modern nations. 
Different techniques were developed to study 
such different kinds of societies. Social scientists 
working in complex societies use survey research 

to sample variation. Anthropologists do their 
fi eld work in communities and study the totality 
of social life. Sociologists study samples to make 
inferences about a larger population. Sociologists 
often are interested in causal relations among a 
very small number of variables. Anthropologists 
more typically are concerned with the intercon-
nectedness of all aspects of social life. The diver-
sity of social life in modern nations and cities 
requires social survey procedures. However, an-
thropologists add the intimacy and direct investi-
gation characteristic of ethnography.

4.  Evolutionary perspectives, especially those of 
Morgan and Tylor, dominated early anthropology, 
which emerged during the latter half of the 19th 
century. The early 20th century witnessed various 
reactions to 19th-century evolutionism. In the 
United States, Boas and his followers rejected the 
search for evolutionary stages in favor of a histori-
cal approach that traced borrowing between cul-
tures and the spread of culture traits across 
geographic areas. In Great Britain, functionalists 
such as Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown aban-
doned conjectural history in favor of studies of 
present-day living societies. Functionalists and 
Boasians alike saw cultures as integrated and pat-
terned. The functionalists especially viewed soci-
eties as systems in which various parts worked 
together to maintain the whole. A form of func-
tionalism persists in the widely accepted view that 
there are social and cultural systems whose con-
stituent parts are functionally related, so that 
when one part changes, others change as well.

5.  In the mid-20th century, following World War II 
and as colonialism was ending, there was a revived 
interest in change, including new evolutionary 
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approaches. Some anthropologists developed sym-
bolic and interpretive approaches to uncover pat-
terned symbols and meanings within cultures. By 
the 1980s, anthropologists had grown more inter-
ested in the relation between culture and the indi-
vidual, and the role of human action (agency) in 
transforming culture. There also was a resurgence 
of historical approaches, including those that 
viewed local cultures in relation to colonialism and 
the world system.

6.  Contemporary anthropology is marked by in-
creasing specialization, based on special topics 
and identities. Refl ecting this specialization, some 
universities have moved away from the holistic, 
biocultural view of anthropology that is refl ected 
in this book. However, this Boasian view of anthro-
pology as a four-subfi eld discipline—including 
biological, archaeological, cultural, and linguistic 
anthropology—continues to thrive at many uni-
versities as well.

agency 71
complex societies 59
confi gurationalism 66
cultural materialism 68
cultural consultants 55
diachronic 65
emic 55
etic 55
functionalism 65
genealogical method 54
historical particularism 64
interpretive anthropology 70
interview schedule 54

key cultural consultant 54
life history 55
longitudinal research 56
political economy 72
questionnaire 54
random sample 58
sample 58
superorganic 69
survey research 58
symbolic anthropology 70
synchronic 65
unilinear evolutionism 63
variables 58

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Which of the following statements about 
 ethnography is not true?
a. It may involve participant observation and 

survey research.
b. Bronislaw Malinowski was one of its earli-

est infl uential practitioners.
c. It was traditionally practiced in non- 

Western and small-scale societies.
d. Contemporary anthropologists have re-

jected it as overly formal and for ignoring 
social process.

e. It is anthropology’s distinctive strategy.

 2. In the fi eld, ethnographers strive to establish 
rapport,
a. and if that fails, the next option is to pay 

people so they will talk about their 
culture.

b. a timeline that states when every member 
of the community will be interviewed.

c. a respectful and formal working relation-
ship with the political leaders of the 
community.

d. also known as a cultural relativist attitude.
e. a good, friendly working relationship 

based on personal contact.

 3. Which infl uential anthropologist referred to ev-
eryday cultural patterns as “the imponderabilia 
of native life and of typical behavior”?
a. Franz Boas
b. Marvin Harris

c. Clifford Geertz
d. Bronislaw Malinowski
e. Margaret Mead

 4. Which of the following techniques was devel-
oped specifi cally because of the importance of 
kinship and marriage relationships in nonin-
dustrial societies?
a. the life history
b. participant observation
c. the interview schedule
d. network analysis
e. the genealogical method

 5. Which of the following is a signifi cant change 
in the history of ethnography?
a. Larger numbers of ethnographies are being 

done about people in Western, industrial-
ized nations.

b. Ethnographers now use only quantitative 
techniques.

c. Ethnographers have begun to work for 
 colonial governments.

d. Ethnographers have stopped using the 
standard four-member format, because it 
disturbs the informants.

e. There are now fewer native 
ethnographers.

 6. All of the following are true about ethnography 
except:
a. it traditionally studies entire communities.
b. it usually focuses on a small number of 

variables within a sample population.

Test 
Yourself!
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e. increasingly multisited and multitimed, in-
tegrating analyses of external organizations 
and forces to understand local phenomena.

 9. All of the following are true about anthropolo-
gy’s four-fi eld approach except:
a. Boas is the father of four-fi eld American 

anthropology.
b. It initially formed around interests in 

 Native Americans—their cultures, histories, 
languages, and physical characteristics.

c. There are many strong four-fi eld anthro-
pology departments in the United States, 
but some respected programs lack one or 
more of the subfi elds.

d. Four-fi eld anthropology has become sub-
stantially less historically oriented.

e. It has rejected the idea of unilinear evolu-
tion, which assumed that there was one 
line or path through which all societies had 
to evolve.

10. In anthropology, the crisis in representation 
 refers to
a. the study of symbols in their social and 

cultural context.
b. questions about the role of the ethnogra-

pher and the nature of ethnographic 
authority.

c. Durkheim’s critique of symbolic 
anthropology.

d. the ethnographic technique that Malinowski 
developed during his fi eldwork in the 
 Trobriand Islands.

e. the discipline’s branding problem that has 
made it less popular among college students.

c. it is based on fi rsthand fi eldwork.
d. it is more personal than survey research.
e. it traditionally has been conducted in non-

industrial, small-scale societies.

 7. Which of the following is one of the advantages 
an interview schedule has over a questionnaire-
based survey?
a. Interview schedules rely on very short 

 responses, and therefore are more useful 
when you have less time.

b. Questionnaires are completely unstructured, 
so your informants might deviate from the 
subject you want them to talk about.

c. Interview schedules allow informants to 
talk about what they see as important.

d. Interview schedules are better suited to ur-
ban, complex societies where most people 
can read.

e. Questionnaires are emic, and interview 
schedules are etic.

 8. Refl ecting today’s world in which people, 
 images, and information move as never before, 
ethnography is
a. becoming increasingly diffi cult for an-

thropologists concerned with salvaging 
isolated and untouched cultures around 
the world.

b. becoming less useful and valuable to un-
derstanding culture.

c. becoming more traditional, given anthropol-
ogists concerns of defending the fi eld’s roots.

d. requiring that researchers stay in the same 
site for over three years.

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. A  is an expert who teaches an ethnographer about a particular aspect of local life.

2. As one of the ethnographer’s characteristic fi eld research practices, the  method is a technique 
that uses diagrams and symbols to record kin connections.

3. A  approach studies societies as they exist at one point in time, while a  approach stud-
ies societies across time.

4. At the beginning of the 20th century, the infl uential French sociologist  proposed a new social 
science that would be based on the study of , analytically distinct from the individuals from 
whose behavior those facts were inferred.

5. , a theoretical approach that aims to discover relations, themes, and connections among aspects 
of culture, has been faulted for being overly formal and for ignoring social process. Contemporary 
 anthropologists now emphasize how day-to-day action, practice, or resistance can make and remake 
 culture.  refers to the actions that individuals take, both alone and in groups, in forming and 
transforming cultural identities.

CRITICAL THINKING

1. What do you see as the strengths and weaknesses of ethnography compared with survey research? 
Which provides more accurate data? Might one be better for fi nding questions, while the other is better 
for fi nding answers? Or does it depend on the context of research?

2. In what sense is anthropological research comparative? How have anthropologists approached the issue 
of comparison? What do they compare (what are their units of analysis)?
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3. In your view, is anthropology a science? How have anthropologists historically addressed this question?

4. Historically, how have anthropologists studied culture? What are some contemporary trends in the study 
of culture, and how have they changed the way anthropologists carry out their research?

5. Do the theories examined in this chapter relate to ones you have studied in other courses? Which courses 
and theories? Are those theories more scientifi c or humanistic, or somewhere in between?

Multiple Choice: 1. (D); 2. (E); 3. (D); 4. (E); 5. (A); 6. (B); 7. (C); 8. (E); 9. (D); 10. (B); Fill in the Blank: 1. key cultural consultant; 
2. genealogical; 3. synchronic, diachronic; 4. Émile Durkheim, social facts; 5. Structuralism, Agency

Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Angrosino, M. V., ed.
2007 Doing Cultural Anthropology: Projects for 

Ethnographic Data Collection, 2nd ed. Long 
Grove, IL: Waveland. How to get ethnographic 
data.

Bernard, H. R.
2006 Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualita-

tive and Quantitative Methods, 4th ed. Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira. Expansion of a classic text 
on research methods in cultural anthropology.

Chiseri-Strater, E., and B. S. Sunstein
2007 Fieldworking: Reading and Writing Research, 

3rd ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
Ways of evaluating and presenting research data.

Harris, M.
2001 The Rise of Anthropological Theory: A History 

of Theories of Culture. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira. 

A cultural materialist examines the development 
of anthropological theory.

McGee, R. J., and R. L. Warms
2008 Anthropological Theory: An Introductory His-

tory, 4th ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill. Compiles 
classic articles on anthropological theory since 
the 19th century.

Spradley, J. P.
1979 The Ethnographic Interview. New York: Har-

court Brace Jovanovich. Discussion of the eth-
nographic method, with emphasis on 
discovering locally signifi cant categories, mean-
ings, and understandings.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.
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In Bangladesh, a health 

worker (dressed in teal) 

explains how to give oral 

rehydration fl uids to treat 

childhood diarrhea. Smart 

planners, including those in 

public health, pay attention 

to locally based demand—

what the people want—such 

as ways to reduce infant 

mortality. 

How can change be 

bad?

How can 

anthropology be 

applied to medicine, 

education, and 

business?

How does the study 

of anthropology fi t 

into a career path?
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search, which employs a good number of 

 anthropologists, is based on the need to ap-

preciate what actual and potential customers 

do, think, and want. Smart planners study and 

listen to people to try to determine locally 

based demand. In general, what’s working 

well (assuming it’s not discriminatory or 

 illegal) should be maintained, encouraged, 

tweaked, and strengthened. If something’s 

wrong, how can it best be fi xed? What 

changes do the people—and which people—

want? How can confl icting wishes and needs 

be accommodated? Applied anthropologists 

help answer these questions, which are crucial 

in understanding whether change is needed, 

and how it will work.

 Innovation succeeds best when it is cultur-

ally appropriate. This axiom of applied anthro-

pology could guide the international spread 

of programs aimed at social and economic 

change as well as of businesses. Each time an 

organization expands to a new nation, it must 

devise a culturally appropriate strategy for fi tting 

into the new setting. In their international ex-

pansion, companies as diverse as McDonald’s, 

Starbucks, and Ford have learned that more 

money can be made by fi tting in with, rather 

than trying to Americanize, local habits.

I s change good? The idea that innova-

tion is desirable is almost axiomatic and 

unquestioned in American culture— 

especially in advertising. According to 

poll results, in November 2008 Americans 

voted for change in record numbers. “New 

and improved” is a slogan we hear all the 

time—a lot more often than “old reliable.” 

Which do you think is best—change or the 

status quo?

 That “new” isn’t always “improved” is a 

painful lesson learned by the Coca-Cola Com-

pany (TCCC) in 1985 when it changed the for-

mula of its premier soft drink and introduced 

“New Coke.” After a national brouhaha, with 

hordes of customers protesting, TCCC brought 

back old, familiar, reliable Coke under the 

name “Coca-Cola Classic,” which thrives today. 

New Coke, now history, offers a classic case of 

how not to treat consumers. TCCC tried a top-

down change (a change initiated at the top of 

a hierarchy rather than inspired by the people 

most affected by the change). Customers 

didn’t ask TCCC to change its product; execu-

tives made that decision.

 Business executives, like public policy mak-

ers, run organizations that provide goods and 

services to people. The fi eld of market re-

Applied anthropology is one of two dimen-
sions of anthropology, the other being theo-
retical/academic anthropology. Applied, 
or practical, anthropology is the use of 
 anthropological data, perspectives, theory, 
and methods to identify, assess, and solve 
contemporary problems involving human 
behavior and social and cultural forces, 
conditions, and contexts. For example, 
medical anthropologists have worked as 
cultural interpreters in public health pro-
grams, so as to facilitate their fi t into  local 

culture. Many applied anthropologists have 
worked for or with international develop-
ment agencies, such as the World Bank and 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID). In North America, garbolo-
gists help the Environmental Protection 
Agency, the paper industry, and packaging 
and trade associations. Archaeology is ap-
plied as well in cultural resource manage-
ment and historic preservation. Biological 
anthropologists work in public health, nu-
trition, genetic counseling, substance abuse, 
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applied 
anthropology
Using anthropology to 
solve contemporary 
problems.

epidemiology, aging, and mental illness. Forensic 
anthropologists work with the police, medical ex-
aminers, the courts, and international organiza-
tions to identify victims of crimes, accidents, wars, 
and terrorism. Linguistic anthropologists study 
physician–patient interactions and show how di-
alect differences infl uence classroom learning. 
The goal of most applied anthropologists is to 
fi nd humane and effective ways of helping local 
people. Recap 4.1 lists the two dimensions and 
four subfi elds of anthropology that were fi rst 
 introduced in Chapter 1.
 One of the most valuable tools in applying 
anthropology is the ethnographic method. Eth-
nographers study societies fi rsthand, living with 

 Anthropological theory, the body of fi ndings 
and generalizations of the four subfi elds, also 
guides applied anthropology. Anthropology’s 
holistic perspective—its interest in biology, soci-
ety, culture, and language—permits the evalua-
tion of many issues that affect people. Theory 
aids practice, and application fuels theory. As 
we compare social-change policy and programs, 
our understanding of cause and effect increases. 
We add new generalizations about culture 
change to those discovered in traditional and 
ancient cultures.

Like other forensic anthropologists, Dr. Kathy Reichs 

(shown here) and her alter ego, Temperance Brennan, 

work with the police, medical examiners, the courts, 

and international organizations to identify victims of 

crimes, accidents, wars, and terrorism. Brennan is the 

heroine of several novels by Reichs, as well as of the 

TV series Bones, which debuted on Fox in 2005.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Unearthing Evil: Archaeology in the Cause of Justice, 
www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip features archaeologist Richard Wright and his 
team of 15 forensic archaeologists and anthropologists 
working “in the cause of justice” in Bosnia-Herzegovina 
in 1998. The focus of the clip is the excavation of a site 
of mass burial or reburial of the bodies of some 660 
civilians who were murdered during the confl ict that 
followed the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Wright and his 
colleagues worked with the international community 
to provide evidence of war crimes. This evidence has 
led to the convictions of war criminals. Why was 
Wright nervous about this work? Compare the forensic 
work shown here with the discussion of forensic 
anthropology in this chapter.

and learning from ordinary people. Ethnogra-
phers are participant observers, taking part in 
the events they study in order to understand lo-
cal thought and behavior. Applied anthropolo-
gists use ethnographic techniques in both foreign 
and domestic settings. Other “expert” partici-
pants in social-change programs may be content 
to converse with offi cials, read reports, and copy 
statistics. However, the applied anthropologist’s 
likely early request is some variant of “take me 
to the local people.” We know that people must 
play an active role in the changes that affect them 
and that “the people” have information “the ex-
perts” lack.

 RECAP 4.1 The Four Subfi elds and Two Dimensions of Anthropology

ANTHROPOLOGY’S SUBFIELDS  EXAMPLES OF APPLICATION
(ACADEMIC ANTHROPOLOGY) (APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY)

Cultural anthropology Development anthropology

Archaeological anthropology Cultural resource management (CRM)

Biological or physical anthropology Forensic anthropology

Linguistic anthropology Study of linguistic diversity in classrooms
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baby boom, which began in 1946 and peaked in 
1957, fueled expansion of the American educa-
tional system and thus of academic jobs. New ju-
nior, community, and four-year colleges opened, 
and anthropology became a standard part of the 
college curriculum. During the 1950s and 1960s, 
most American anthropologists were college pro-
fessors, although some still worked in agencies 
and museums.
 This era of academic anthropology continued 
through the early 1970s. Especially during the 
Vietnam War, undergraduates fl ocked to anthro-
pology classes to learn about other cultures. Stu-
dents were especially interested in Southeast 
Asia, whose indigenous societies were being 
disrupted by war. Many anthropologists pro-
tested the superpowers’ apparent disregard for 
non-Western lives, values, customs, and social 
systems.
 During the 1970s, and increasingly thereafter, 
although most anthropologists still worked in 
academia, others found jobs with international 
organizations, government, business, hospitals, 
and schools. This shift toward application, 
though only partial, has benefi ted the profes-
sion. It has forced anthropologists to consider 
the wider social value and implications of their 
research.

Applied Anthropology Today
Today, most applied anthropologists see their 
work as radically removed from the colonial per-
spective. Modern applied anthropology usually 
is seen as a helping profession, devoted to assist-
ing local people, as anthropologists speak up for 
the disenfranchised in the international political 
arena. However, applied anthropologists also 
solve problems for clients who are neither poor 
nor powerless. Applied anthropologists working 

for businesses try to solve 
the problem of expanding 
profi ts for their employer or 
client. In market research, 
ethical issues may arise as 
anthropologists attempt to 
help companies operate 
more effi ciently and profi t-
ably. Ethical ambiguities are 
present as well in cultural re-
source management (CRM), 
in deciding how to preserve 
signifi cant remains and in-
formation when sites are 
threatened by development 
or public works. A CRM fi rm 
typically is hired by some-
one seeking to build a road 
or a factory. In such cases, 
the client may have a strong 
interest in an outcome in 

THE ROLE OF THE APPLIED 
ANTHROPOLOGIST
Early Applications
Application was a central concern of early an-
thropology in Great Britain (in the context of co-
lonialism) and the United States (in the context 
of Native American policy). Before turning to 
the new, we should consider some dangers of 
the old. For the British empire, specifi cally its 
African colonies, Malinowski (1929a) proposed 
that “practical anthropology” (his term for colo-
nial applied anthropology) should focus on 
Westernization, the diffusion of European cul-
ture into tribal societies. Malinowski questioned 
neither the legitimacy of colonialism nor the an-
thropologist’s role in making it work. He saw 
nothing wrong with aiding colonial regimes by 
studying land tenure and land use, to recom-
mend how much of their land local people 
should be allowed to keep and how much Euro-
peans should get. Malinowski’s views exemplify 
a historical association between early anthro-
pology, particularly in Europe, and colonialism 
(Maquet 1964).
 During World War II, American anthropolo-
gists studied Japanese and G erman “culture at a 
distance” in an attempt to predict the behavior of 
the enemies of the United States. After that war, 
applied anthropologists worked on Pacifi c islands 
to promote local-level cooperation with American 
policies in various trust territories.

Academic and Applied 
Anthropology
Applied anthropology did not disappear during 
the 1950s and 1960s, but academic anthropology 
did most of the growing after World War II. The 

During the Vietnam 

War, many anthro-

pologists protested 

the superpowers’ 

disregard for the 

values, customs, 

 social systems, and 

lives of indigenous 

peoples. Several 

 anthropologists 

(including the 

author) attended 

this all-night 

Columbia University 

teach-in against the 

war in 1965.
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they study, understand, and respect cultural 
values, they are highly qualifi ed to suggest, 
plan, and implement policy affecting people. 
Proper roles for applied anthropologists include 
(1) identifying needs for change that local peo-
ple perceive, (2) working with those people to 
design culturally appropriate and socially sensi-
tive change, and (3) protecting local people from 
harmful policies and projects that may threaten 
them. Another role of applied anthropology, as 
described in this chapter’s “Appreciating An-
thropology,” is to help a community preserve its 
culture in the face of threat or disaster, such as 
Hurricane Katrina.
 Anthropology’s systemic perspective recog-
nizes that changes don’t occur in a vacuum. A 
program or project always has multiple effects, 
some of which are unforeseen. In an American 
example of unintended consequences, a pro-
gram aimed at enhancing teachers’ appreciation 
of cultural differences led to ethnic stereotyping 
(Kleinfi eld 1975). Specifi cally, Native American 
students did not welcome teachers’ frequent 
comments about their Indian heritage. The stu-
dents felt set apart from their classmates and 
saw this attention to their ethnicity as patroniz-
ing and demeaning. Internationally, dozens of 
economic development projects intended to in-
crease productivity through irrigation have 
worsened public health by creating waterways 
where diseases thrive.

which no sites are found that need protecting. 
Contemporary applied anthropologists still face 
ethical questions: To whom does the researcher 
owe loyalty? What problems are involved in 
holding fi rm to the truth? What happens when 
applied anthropologists don’t make the policies 
they have to implement? How does one criticize 
programs in which one has participated (see 
 Escobar 1991, 1994)? Anthropology’s professional 
organizations have addressed such questions by 
establishing codes of ethics and ethics commit-
tees. See www.aaanet.org for the Code of Ethics 
of the AAA. As Tice (1997) notes, attention to 
ethical issues is paramount in the teaching of 
 applied anthropology today.
 By instilling an appreciation for human di-
versity, the entire fi eld of anthropology combats 
ethnocentrism—the tendency to view one’s own 
culture as superior and to use one’s own cul-
tural values in judging the behavior and beliefs 
of people raised in other societies. This broad-
ening, educational role affects the knowledge, 
values, and attitudes of people exposed to an-
thropology. This chapter focuses specifi cally on 
this question: What specifi c contributions can 
anthropology make in identifying and solving 
problems stirred up by contemporary currents 
of economic, social, and cultural change, includ-
ing globalization?
 Because anthropologists are experts on hu-
man problems and social change and because 

Supervised by 

 archaeologists from 

India, with funding 

from the United 

 Nations, these 

 workers are cleaning 

and restoring the 

front facade of 

 Cambodia’s historic 

Angkor Wat temple. 

To decide what 

needs saving, and to 

preserve signifi cant 

information about 

the past even when 

sites cannot be 

saved, is the work 

of cultural resource 

management (CRM).
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Anthropology is applied in identifying and solv-
ing various kinds of problems involving social 
conditions and human behavior, such as helping 
a community preserve its culture in the face of 
threat or disaster. Among the clients of applied 
anthropologists are governments, agencies, local 
communities, and businesses. This account de-
scribes the work of an anthropologist doing pub-
lic archaeology in New Orleans in the wake of 
Hurricane Katrina. Cultural resource manage-
ment, as discussed here, is one form of applied 
anthropology: the application of anthropological 
perspectives, theory, methods, and data to iden-
tify, assess, and solve social problems.

“That’s a fi nger bone.”

 Shannon Lee Dawdy kneeled in the forlorn 

Holt graveyard to touch a thimble-size bone 

poking up out of the cracked dirt. She exam-

ined it without revulsion, with the fascination 

of a scientist and with the sadness of someone 

who loves New Orleans.

 Dr. Dawdy, a 38-year-old assistant professor 

of anthropology at the University of Chicago, is 

one of the more unusual relief workers among 

the thousands who have come to the devas-

tated expanses of Louisiana, Mississippi, and 

Texas in the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina and 

Rita. She is offi cially embedded with the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency [FEMA] as a li-

aison to the state’s historic preservation offi ce.

 Her mission is to try to keep the rebuilding 

of New Orleans from destroying what is left of 

its past treasures and current culture.

 While much of the restoration of the bat-

tered Gulf Coast is the effort of engineers and 

machines, the work of Dr. Dawdy, trained as an 

archaeologist, an anthropologist and a histo-

rian, shows that the social sciences have a role 

to play as well. “It’s a way that archaeology can 

contribute back to the living,” she said, “which 

it doesn’t often get to do.”

 Holt cemetery, a fi nal resting place for the 

city’s poor, is just one example of what she 

wants to preserve and protect.

 Other New Orleans graveyards have gleam-

ing mausoleums that keep the coffi ns above 

the marshy soil. But the coffi ns of Holt are bur-

ied, and the ground covering many of them is 

bordered with wooden frames marked with 

makeshift headstones.

 Mourners decorate the graves with votive 

objects: teddy bears for children and an agglom-

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Archaeologist in New Orleans Finds 
a Way to Help the Living

Archaeologist Shannon Dawdy of the University of Chicago at work in New Orleans, 

 post-Katrina.

DEVELOPMENT 
ANTHROPOLOGY
Development anthropology is the branch of ap-
plied anthropology that focuses on social issues in, 
and the cultural dimension of, economic develop-
ment. Development anthropologists do not just 
carry out development policies planned by others; 
they also plan and guide policy. (For more detailed 
discussions of issues in development anthropology, 

see Edelman and Haugerud 2004; Escobar 1995; 
Ferguson 1995; Nolan 2002; and Robertson 1995.)
 However, ethical dilemmas often confront de-
velopment anthropologists ( Escobar 1991, 1995). 
Our respect for cultural diversity often is offended 
because efforts to extend industry and technology 
may entail profound cultural changes. Foreign 
aid usually doesn’t go where need and suffering 
are greatest. It is spent on political, economic, and 
strategic priorities as international donors, politi-

development 
anthropology
Field that examines the 
sociocultural dimensions 
of economic 
development.
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eration of objects, including ice chests, plastic 

jack-o’-lanterns and chairs, on the graves of 

adults. There is the occasional liquor bottle. . . .

 Many of the objects on the graves were 

washed away by the storm, or shifted from one 

part of the graveyard to another. Dr. Dawdy has 

proposed treating the site as archaeologists 

would an ancient site in which objects have 

been exposed on the surface by erosion.

 Before the hurricanes, the cemetery was of-

ten busy, a hub of activity on All Souls’ Day, when 

people came to freshen the grave decorations.

 “The saddest thing to me now was how few 

people we see,” she said, looking at the empty 

expanse and the scarred live oaks. “I realize 

we’re having enough trouble taking care of the 

living,” she added, but the lack of activity in a city 

normally so close to the spirits of the past “drove 

home how far out of whack things are.” . . .

 Treating Holt as an archaeological site 

means the government should not treat the vo-

tive artifacts as debris, she said, but as the reli-

gious artifacts that they are, with some effort to 

restore the damaged site, to fi nd the objects 

and at least record where they came from.

 FEMA simply tries to clean up damaged ar-

eas, and its Disaster Mortuary Operational Re-

sponse Teams—called Dmort—deal with the 

bodies of the dead and address problems in 

cemeteries that might lead to disease.

 If such places are destroyed, Dr. Dawdy 

said, “then people don’t feel as connected 

here.” She added that they might be more will-

ing to come back to a damaged city if they felt 

they were returning to a recognizable home.

 Though she has deep emotional ties to 

New Orleans, Dr. Dawdy was born in Northern 

California. She came here in 1994 to write her 

master’s thesis for the College of William & 

Mary, and, “I wrote it all day,” she said. “If I had 

written a minimum of fi ve pages, I could come 

out for a parade at night.” Over the eight weeks 

it took to fi nish the project, she said: “I fell in 

love with New Orleans. I really consider it the 

home of my heart.”

 She started a pilot program at the Univer-

sity of New Orleans, working with city plan-

ners and grants for research projects that 

involved excavation, oral history and hands-

on work with the city to safeguard its buried 

treasures.

 She left that job to earn a double doctorate 

at the University of Michigan in anthropology 

and history that focused on French colonial 

times in New Orleans, then landed a coveted 

faculty position at the University of Chicago. . . .

 Even before Hurricane Katrina, Dr. Dawdy 

had found ways to return to New Orleans. In 

2004, she made an intriguing discovery while 

researching a possible archaeological site 

 under an old French Quarter parking garage 

slated for demolition. Property records and ad-

vertisements from the 1820’s said that the site 

had been the location of a hotel with an entic-

ing name: the Rising Sun Hotel.

 Dr. Dawdy found a January 1821 newspaper 

advertisement for the hotel in which its owners 

promised to “maintain the character of giving 

the best entertainment, which this house has 

enjoyed for twenty years past.”

 It went on: “Gentlemen may here rely upon 

fi nding attentive Servants. The bar will be sup-

plied with genuine good Liquors; and at the 

Table, the fare will be of the best the market or 

the season will afford.” . . .

 New Orleans, she noted, has always been 

known for its libertine lifestyle. The French all 

but abandoned the city as its colony around 

1735 as being unworthy of the nation’s support 

as a colony. Novels like “Manon Lescaut” por-

trayed the city as a den of iniquity and corrup-

tion, and across Europe, “they thought the 

locals were basically a bunch of rogues, im-

moral and corrupt,” Dr. Dawdy said.

 She added that she saw parallels to today, 

as some skepticism emerges about rebuilding 

the city. Dr. Dawdy characterized that posture 

as, “Those people in New Orleans aren’t worth 

saving, because they’re all criminals anyway.” 

But even if the devastation makes it hard to 

envision the road back, the city, she said, is 

worth fi ghting for.

 “The thing about New Orleans that gives 

me hope is they are so tied to family, place, his-

tory,” Dr. Dawdy said. “If anyone is going to stick 

it out, out of a sense of history, out of a sense 

of tradition, it is New Orleans.”

SOURCE: John Schwartz, “Archaeologist in New Orleans 

Finds a Way to Help the Living.” From The New York 

Times, January 3, 2006. © 2006 The New York Times. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission and pro-

tected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. 

The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmission 

of the Material without express written permission is 

prohibited. www.nytimes.com

cal leaders, and powerful interest groups perceive 
them. Planners’ interests don’t always coincide 
with the best interests of the local people. Al-
though the aim of most development projects is to 
enhance the quality of life, living standards often 
decline in the target area (Bodley, ed. 1988).

Equity
A commonly stated goal of recent development 
policy is to promote equity. Increased equity 

means reduced poverty and a more even distribu-
tion of wealth. However, if projects are to increase 
equity, they must have the support of reform-
minded governments. Wealthy and powerful 
people typically resist projects that threaten their 
vested interests.
 Some types of development projects, particu-
larly irrigation schemes, are more likely than 
others to widen wealth disparities, that is, to 
have a negative equity impact. An initial uneven 

equity, increased
Reduction in absolute 
poverty, with a more even 
distribution of wealth.
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their own wishes and needs for change. Too many 
true local needs cry out for a solution to waste 
money funding development projects in area A 
that are inappropriate there but needed in area B, 
or that are unnecessary anywhere. Development 
anthropology can help sort out the needs of the As 
and Bs and fi t projects accordingly. Projects that 
put people fi rst by consulting with them and re-
sponding to their expressed needs must be identi-
fi ed (Cernea, ed. 1991). Thereafter, development 
anthropologists can work to ensure socially com-
patible ways of implementing a good project.
 In a comparative study of 68 rural develop-
ment projects from all around the world, I found 
the culturally compatible economic development 
projects to be twice as successful fi nancially as the 
incompatible ones (Kottak 1990b , 1991). This 
fi nding shows that using anthropological exper-
tise in planning to ensure cultural compatibility is 
cost-effective. To maximize social and economic 
benefi ts, projects must (1) be culturally compati-
ble, (2) respond to locally perceived needs, (3) in-
volve men and women in planning and carrying 
out the changes that affect them, (4) harness tradi-
tional organizations, and (5) be fl exible.

Overinnovation
In my comparative study, the compatible and suc-
cessful projects avoided the fallacy of overinnova-
tion (too much change). We would expect people 
to resist development projects that require major 
changes in their daily lives. People usually want 
to change just enough to keep what they have. 
Motives for modifying behavior come from the 
traditional culture and the small concerns of ordi-
nary life. Peasants’ values are not such abstract 
ones as “learning a better way,” “progressing,” 
“increasing technical know-how,” “improving 
 effi ciency,” or “adopting modern techniques.”
 Instead, their objectives are down-to-earth and 
specifi c ones. People want to improve yields in a 
rice fi eld, amass resources for a ceremony, get a 
child through school, or have enough cash to pay 
the tax bill. The goals and values of subsistence 
producers differ from those of people who pro-
duce for cash, just as they differ from those of de-
velopment planners. Different value systems 
must be considered during planning.
 In the comparative study, the projects that 
failed were usually both economically and cul-
turally incompatible. For example, one South 
Asian project promoted the cultivation of on-
ions and peppers, expecting this practice to fi t 
into a preexisting labor-intensive system of rice-
growing. Cultivation of these cash crops wasn’t 
traditional in the area. It confl icted with existing 
crop priorities and other interests of farmers. 
Also, the labor peaks for pepper and onion pro-
duction coincided with those for rice, to which 
the farmers gave priority.

distribution of resources (particularly land) of-
ten becomes the basis for greater skewing after 
the project. The social impact of new technology 
tends to be more severe, contributing negatively 
to quality of life and to equity, when inputs are 
channeled to or through the rich.
 Many fi sheries projects also have had negative 
equity results (see Durrenberger and King, eds. 
2000). In Bahia, Brazil (Kottak 2006), sailboat 
owners (but not nonowners) got loans to buy mo-
tors for their boats. To repay the loans, the own-
ers increased the percentage of the catch they 
took from the men who fi shed in their boats. 
Over the years, they used their rising profi ts to 
buy larger and more expensive boats. The result 
was stratifi cation—the creation of a group of 
wealthy people within a formerly egalitarian 
community. These events hampered individual 
initiative and interfered with further develop-
ment of the fi shing industry. With new boats so 
expensive, ambitious young men who once 
would have sought careers in fi shing no longer 
had any way to obtain their own boats. They 
sought wage labor on land instead. To avoid such 
results, credit-granting agencies must seek out 
enterprising young fi shers rather than give loans 
only to owners and established businesspeople.

STRATEGIES FOR INNOVATION
Development anthropologists, who are concerned 
with social issues in, and the cultural dimension 
of, economic development, must work closely 
with local people to assess and help them realize 

A mix of boats harbored at Dai-Lanh fi shing village in Vietnam. A boat owner 

gets a loan to buy a motor. To repay it, he increases the share of the catch he 

takes from his crew. Later, he uses his rising profi ts to buy a more expensive 

boat and takes even more from his crew. Can a more equitable solution be 

found?

overinnovation
Trying to achieve too 
much change.
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enous development. These are traditional social 
units, such as the clans, lineages, and other ex-
tended kin groups of Africa, Oceania, and many 
other nations, with their communally held estates 
and resources. The most humane and productive 
strategy for change is to base the social design for 
innovation on traditional social forms in each tar-
get area.

Indigenous Models
Many governments are not genuinely, or realis-
tically, committed to improving the lives of their 
citizens. Interference by major powers also has 
kept governments from enacting needed re-
forms. In some nations, however, the govern-
ment acts more as an agent of the people. 
Madagascar provides an example. The people of 
Madagascar, the Malagasy, had been organized 
into descent groups before the origin of the state. 
A descent group is a kin group composed of 
 people whose social solidarity is based on their 
belief that they share common ancestry. The 
 Merina, creators of the major precolonial state of 
Madagascar, wove descent groups into its struc-
ture, making members of important groups ad-
visers to the king and thus giving them authority 
in government. The Merina state made provi-
sions for the people it ruled. It collected taxes 
and organized labor for public works projects. 
In return, it redistributed resources to peasants 
in need. It also granted them some protection 
against war and slave raids and allowed them to 

 Throughout the world, project problems have 
arisen from inadequate attention to, and conse-
quent lack of fi t with, local culture. Another naive 
and incompatible project was an overinnovative 
scheme in Ethiopia. Its major fallacy was to try to 
convert nomadic herders into sedentary cultiva-
tors. It ignored traditional land rights. Outsiders—
commercial farmers—were to get much of the 
herders’ territory. The herders were expected to 
settle down and start farming. This project helped 
wealthy outsiders instead of the local people. The 
planners naively expected free-ranging herders 
to give up a generations-old way of life to work 
three times harder growing rice and picking cot-
ton for bosses.

Underdifferentiation
The fallacy of underdifferentiation is the ten-
dency to view “the less-developed countries” as 
more alike than they are. Development agencies 
have often ignored cultural diversity (e.g., be-
tween Brazil and Burundi) and adopted a uniform 
approach to deal with very different sets of peo-
ple. Neglecting cultural diversity, many projects 
also have tried to impose incompatible property 
notions and social units. Most often, the faulty so-
cial design assumes either (1) individualistic pro-
ductive units that are privately owned by an 
individual or couple and worked by a nuclear 
family or (2) cooperatives that are at least partially 
based on models from the former Eastern bloc 
and Socialist countries.
 One example of faulty Euro-American mod-
els (the individual and the nuclear family) was a 
West African project designed for an area where 
the extended family was the basic social unit. 
The project succeeded despite its faulty social 
design because the participants used their tradi-
tional extended family networks to attract addi-
tional settlers. Eventually, twice as many people 
as planned benefi ted as extended family mem-
bers fl ocked to the project area. Here, settlers 
modifi ed the project design that had been im-
posed on them by following the principles of 
their traditional society.
 The second dubious foreign social model that 
is common in development strategy is the coop-
erative. In the comparative study of rural devel-
opment projects, new cooperatives fared badly. 
Cooperatives succeeded only when they har-
nessed preexisting local-level communal insti-
tutions. This is a corollary of a more general 
rule: Participants’ groups are most effective 
when they are based on traditional social orga-
nization or on a socioeconomic similarity among 
members.
 Neither foreign social model—the nuclear fam-
ily farm nor the cooperative—has an unblemished 
record in development. An alternative is needed: 
greater use of indigenous social models for indig-

To maximize benefi ts, development projects should respond to locally 

 perceived needs. Shown here (foreground) is the president of a Nicaraguan 

 cooperative that makes and markets hammocks. This cooperative has been 

assisted by a nongovernmental organization (NGO) whose goals include 

 increasing the benefi ts that women derive from economic development.

underdifferentiation
Seeing less-developed 
countries as all the same; 
ignoring cultural 
diversity.
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 Malagasy administrations appear generally to 
have shared a commitment to democratic economic 
development. Perhaps this is because government 
offi cials are of the peasantry or have strong per-
sonal ties to it. By contrast, in Latin American 
countries, the elites and the lower class have dif-
ferent origins and no strong connections through 
kinship, descent, or marriage.
 Furthermore, societies with descent-group or-
ganization contradict an assumption that many 
social scientists and economists seem to make. It 
is not inevitable that as nations become more tied 
to the world economy, indigenous forms of social 
organization will break down into nuclear family 
organization, impersonality, and alienation. De-
scent groups, with their traditional communalism 
and corporate solidarity, have important roles to 
play in economic development.
 Realistic development promotes change but 
not overinnovation. Many changes are possible if 
the aim is to preserve local systems while making 
them work better. Successful economic develop-
ment projects respect, or at least don’t attack, 
 local cultural patterns. Effective development 
draws on indigenous cultural practices and so-
cial structures.

ANTHROPOLOGY                
AND EDUCATION
Attention to culture also is fundamental to 
 anthropology and education, involving research 
that extends from classrooms into homes, neigh-
borhoods, and communities (see Spindler, ed. 
2000, 2005). In classrooms, anthropologists have 
observed interactions among teachers, students, 
parents, and visitors. Jules Henry’s classic account 
of the American elementary school classroom 
(1955) shows how students learn to conform to 
and compete with their peers. Anthropologists 
view children as total cultural creatures whose 
enculturation and attitudes toward education be-
long to a context that includes family and peers.
 Sociolinguists and cultural anthropologists 
work side by side in education research. For ex-
ample, in a study of Puerto Rican seventh-graders 
in the urban Midwest (Hill-Burnett 1978), anthro-
pologists uncovered some misconceptions held 
by teachers. The teachers mistakenly had as-
sumed that Puerto Rican parents valued educa-
tion less than did non-Hispanics, but in-depth 
interviews revealed that the Puerto Rican parents 
valued it more.
 The anthropologists also found that certain 
practices were preventing Hispanics from being 
adequately educated. For example, the teachers’ 
union and the board of education had agreed to 
teach “English as a foreign language.” However, 
they had provided no bilingual teachers to work 

cultivate their rice fi elds in peace. The govern-
ment maintained the waterworks for rice culti-
vation. It opened to ambitious peasant boys the 
chance of becoming, through hard work and 
study, state bureaucrats.
 Throughout the history of the Merina state—
and continuing in modern Madagascar—there 
have been strong relationships between the indi-
vidual, the descent group, and the state. Local 
Malagasy communities, where residence is based 
on descent, are more cohesive and homogeneous 
than are communities in Latin America or North 
America. Madagascar gained political indepen-
dence from France in 1960. Although it still was 
economically dependent on France when I fi rst 
did research there in 1966–1967, the new govern-
ment had an economic development policy aimed 
at increasing the ability of the Malagasy to feed 
themselves. Government policy emphasized in-
creased production of rice, a subsistence crop, 
rather than cash crops. Furthermore, local com-
munities, with their traditional cooperative pat-
terns and solidarity based on kinship and descent, 
were treated as partners in, not obstacles to, the 
development process.
 In a sense, the descent group (clan or lineage) 
is preadapted to equitable national develop-
ment. In Madagascar, members of local descent 
groups have customarily pooled their resources 
to educate their ambitious members. Once edu-
cated, these men and women gain economically 
secure positions in the nation. They then share 
the advantages of their new positions with their 
kin. For example, they give room and board to 
rural cousins attending school and help them 
fi nd jobs.

anthropology      
and education
Study of students in the 
context of their family, 
peers, and enculturation.

A Hispanic girl and an Asian girl read a book written 

in Spanish together in a bilingual elementary school 

classroom. In such classrooms, and extending out 

into the community, anthropologists of education 

study the backgrounds, behavior, beliefs, and atti-

tudes of teachers, students, parents, and families in 

their (multi)cultural context.
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such cities in 2005. By 2025, 60 percent of the 
global population will be urban (Butler 2005; 
Stevens 1992).
 About one billion people, one-sixth of Earth’s 
population, live in urban slums, mostly without 
water, sanitation, public services, and legal secu-
rity (Vidal 2003). If current trends continue, ur-
ban population increase and the concentration of 
people in slums will be accompanied by rising 
rates of crime, along with water, air, and noise 
pollution. These problems will be most severe in 
the LDCs.
 As industrialization and urbanization spread 
globally, anthropologists increasingly study 
these processes and the social problems they cre-
ate. Urban anthropology, which has theoretical 
(basic research) and applied dimensions, is the 
cross-cultural and ethnographic study of global 
urbanization and life in cities (see Aoyagi, Nas, 
and Traphagan, eds. 1998; Gmelch and Zenner, 
eds. 2002; Smart and Smart 2003; Stevenson 
2003). The United States and Canada have be-
come popular arenas for urban anthropological 
research on topics such as immigration, ethnic-
ity, poverty, class, and urban violence (Mullings, 
ed. 1987; Vigil 2003).

Urban versus Rural
Recognizing that a city is a social context that is 
very different from a tribal or peasant village, an 
early student of urbanization, the anthropologist 
Robert Redfi eld, focused on contrasts between 
rural and urban life. He contrasted rural commu-
nities, whose social relations are on a face-to-face 
basis, with cities, where impersonality character-
izes many aspects of life. Redfi eld (1941) proposed 
that urbanization be studied along a rural–urban 
continuum. He described differences in values 
and social relations in four sites that spanned 
such a continuum. In Mexico’s Yucatán peninsula, 
Redfi eld compared an isolated Maya-speaking 
Indian community, a rural peasant village, a small 
provincial city, and a large capital. Several studies 
in Africa (Little 1971) and Asia were infl uenced 
by Redfi eld’s view that cities are centers through 
which cultural innovations spread to rural and 
tribal areas.
 In any nation, urban and rural represent dif-
ferent social systems. However, cultural diffu-
sion or borrowing occurs as people, products, 
images, and messages move from one to the 
other. Migrants bring rural practices and beliefs 
to cities and take urban patterns back home. The 
experiences and social forms of the rural area af-
fect adaptation to city life. City folk also develop 
new institutions to meet specifi c urban needs 
(Mitchell 1966).
 An applied anthropology approach to urban 
planning would start by identifying key social 
groups in the urban context. After identifying 

with Spanish-speaking students. The school was 
assigning all students (including non-Hispanics) 
with low reading scores and behavior problems 
to the English-as-a-foreign-language classroom. 
This educational disaster brought together in the 
classroom a teacher who spoke no Spanish, chil-
dren who barely spoke English, and a group of 
English-speaking students with reading and be-
havior problems. The Spanish speakers were 
falling behind not just in reading but in all sub-
jects. They could at least have kept up in the 
other subjects if a Spanish speaker had been 
teaching them science, social studies, and math 
until they were ready for English-language in-
struction in those areas.

URBAN ANTHROPOLOGY
Alan and Josephine Smart (2003) note that cities 
have long been infl uenced by global forces, in-
cluding world capitalism and colonialism. How-
ever, the roles of cities in the world system have 
changed recently as a result of the time-space 
compression made possible by modern transpor-
tation and communication systems. That is, ev-
erything appears closer today because contact 
and movement are so much easier.
 In the context of contemporary globalization, 
the mass media can become as important as local 
factors in guiding daily routines, dreams, and as-
pirations. People live in particular places, but 
their imaginations and attachments don’t have to 
be locally confi ned (Appadurai 1996). People mi-
grate to cities partly for economic reasons, but 
also to be where the action is. People seek experi-
ences available only in cities, such as live theater 
or busy streets. Rural Brazilians routinely cite 
 movimento, urban movement and excitement, as 
something to be valued. International migrants 
tend to settle in the largest cities, where the most 
is happening. For example, in Canada, which, after 
Australia, has the highest percentage of foreign-
born population, 71.2 percent of immigrants settled 
in Toronto, Vancouver, or Montreal. Nearly half of 
Toronto’s citizens were born outside Canada (Smart 
and Smart 2003).
 The proportion of the world’s population liv-
ing in cities has been increasing ever since the 
Industrial Revolution. Only about 3 percent of 
people were city dwellers in 1800, compared 
with 13 percent in 1900, over 40 percent in 1980, 
and about 50 percent today (see Smart and Smart 
2003). The more-developed countries (MDCs) 
were 76 percent urbanized in 1999, compared 
with 39 percent for the less-developed countries 
(LDCs). However, the urbanization growth rate 
is much faster in the LDCs (Smart and Smart 
2003). The world had only 16 cities with more 
than a million people in 1900, but there were 314 

urban anthropology
Anthropological study of 
cities and urban life.
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matai (matai means “chief “; the matai system now 
refers to respect for elders) to deal with modern 
urban problems. One example: In 1992, a white 
police offi cer shot and killed two unarmed 
 Samoan brothers. When a judge dismissed charges 
against the offi cer, local leaders used the matai 
system to calm angry youths (who have formed 
gangs, like other ethnic groups in the Los Angeles 
area). Clan leaders and elders organized a well-
attended community meeting, in which they 
urged young members to be patient. The Samo-
ans then used the American judicial system. They 
brought a civil case against the offi cer in question 
and pressed the U.S. Justice Department to initi-
ate a civil rights case in the matter (Mydans 1992b). 
Not all confl icts involving gangs and law enforce-
ment end so peacefully.
 James Vigil (2003) examines gang violence in 
the context of large-scale immigrant adaptation to 
American cities. He notes that most gangs prior to 
the 1970s were located in white ethnic enclaves in 
Eastern and Midwestern cities. Back then, gang 
incidents typically were brawls involving fi sts, 
sticks, and knives. Today, gangs more often are 
composed of nonwhite ethnic groups, and hand-
guns have replaced the less lethal weapons of the 
past. Gangs still consist mostly of male adoles-
cents who have grown up together, usually in a 
low-income neighborhood, where it’s estimated 

those groups, the anthropologist might elicit their 
wishes for change, convey those needs to funding 
agencies, and work with agencies and local peo-
ple to realize those goals. In Africa relevant groups 
might include ethnic associations, occupational 
groups, social clubs, religious groups, and burial 
societies. Through membership in such groups, 
urban Africans maintain wide networks of per-
sonal contacts and support (Banton 1957; Little 
1965). These groups also have links with, and pro-
vide cash support and urban lodging for, their 
rural relatives. Sometimes such groups think of 
themselves as a gigantic kin group, a clan that in-
cludes urban and rural members. Members may 
call one another “brother” and “sister.” As in an 
extended family, rich members help their poor 
relatives. A member’s improper behavior can lead 
to expulsion—an unhappy fate for a migrant in a 
large ethnically heterogeneous city.
 One role for the urban applied anthropologist 
is to help relevant social groups deal with urban 
institutions, such as legal and social services, with 
which recent migrants may be unfamiliar. In cer-
tain North American cities, as in Africa, kin-based 
ethnic associations are relevant urban groups. 
One example comes from Los Angeles, which has 
the largest Samoan immigrant community (over 
12,000 people) in the United States. Samoans in 
Los Angeles draw on their traditional system of 

Anthropologists have 

noted the signifi -

cance of urban youth 

groups, including 

gangs, which now 

have transnational 

scope. Here a gang 

member deported 

from California to 

San Salvador makes 

the hand sign to 

 represent the 18th 

Street gang. That 

gang, which origi-

nated in California, 

has spread through-

out Central America 

via mass deporta-

tions of ethnic Salva-

dorans from the U.S. 

Separated from their 

families, thousands 

of these former 

 Californians look to 

gangs for social sup-

port and physical 

protection.
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States. Keppel, Pearch, and Wagener (2002) exam-
ined data between 1990 and 1998 using 10 health 
status indicators in relation to racial and ethnic 
categories used in the U.S. census: non-Hispanic 
white, non-Hispanic black, Hispanic, American 
Indian or Alaskan Native, and Asian or Pacifi c 
 Islander. Black Americans’ rates for six measures 
(total mortality, heart disease, lung cancer, breast 
cancer, stroke, and homicide) exceeded those of 
other groups by a factor ranging from 2.5 to al-
most 10. Other ethnic groups had higher rates for 
suicide (white Americans) and motor vehicle ac-
cidents (American Indians and Alaskan Natives). 
Overall, Asians had the longest life spans (see 
Dressler et al. 2005).
 Hurtado and colleagues (2005) note the prev-
alence of poor health and unusually high rates 
of early mortality among indigenous popula-
tions in South America. Life expectancy at birth 
is at least 20 years shorter among indigenous 
groups compared with other South Americans. 
In 2000, the life expectancy of indigenous peo-
ples in Brazil and Venezuela was lower than that 
in Sierra Leone, which had the lowest reported 
national life expectancy in the world (Hurtado 
et al. 2005).
 How can applied anthropologists help amelio-
rate the large health disparity between indigenous 
peoples and other populations? Hurtado and col-
leagues (2005) suggest three steps: (1) identify the 
most pressing health problems that indigenous 

that about 10 percent of young men join gangs. 
Female gang members are much rarer—from 4 to 
15 percent of gang members. With gangs orga-
nized hierarchically by age, older members push 
younger ones (usually 14- to 18-year-olds) to carry 
out violent acts against rivals (Vigil 2003).
 The populations that include most of today’s 
gang members settled originally in poorer urban 
areas. On the East Coast these usually were run-
down neighborhoods where a criminal lifestyle 
already was present. Around Los Angeles, urban 
migrants created squatterlike settlements in pre-
viously empty spaces. Immigrants tend to reside 
in neighborhoods apart from middle-class people, 
thus limiting their opportunities for integration. 
Confi ned in this manner, and facing residential 
overcrowding, poor people often experience frus-
tration, which can lead to aggressive acts (Vigil 
2003). As well, industries and jobs have moved 
from inner cities to distant suburbs and foreign 
nations. Urban minority youth have limited ac-
cess to entry-level jobs; often they receive harsh 
treatment from authorities, especially law en-
forcement. Frustration and competition over re-
sources can spark aggressive incidents, fueling 
urban violence. For survival, many residents of 
abandoned neighborhoods have turned to infor-
mal and illegal economic arrangements, of which 
drug traffi cking in particular has heightened gang 
violence (Vigil 2003). How might an applied an-
thropologist approach the problem of urban vio-
lence? Which groups would need to be involved 
in the study?

MEDICAL ANTHROPOLOGY
Medical anthropology is both academic/theo-
retical and applied/practical and includes an-
thropologists from all four subfi elds (see Anderson 
1996; Briggs 2005; Brown 1998; Dressler et al. 2005; 
Joralemon 2006; Singer and Baer 2007). Medical 
anthropologists examine such questions as which 
diseases and health conditions affect particular 
populations (and why) and how illness is socially 
constructed, diagnosed, managed, and treated in 
various societies.
 Disease refers to a scientifi cally identifi ed 
health threat caused genetically or by a bacterium, 
virus, fungus, parasite, or other pathogen. Illness 
is a condition of poor health perceived or felt by 
an individual (Inhorn and Brown 1990). Percep-
tions of good and bad health, along with health 
threats and problems, are culturally constructed. 
Various ethnic groups and cultures recognize dif-
ferent illnesses, symptoms, and causes and have 
developed different health-care systems and treat-
ment strategies.
 The incidence and severity of disease vary as 
well (see Barnes 2005; Baer, Singer, and Susser 
2003). Group differences are evident in the United 

medical 
anthropology
The comparative, biocul-
tural study of disease, 
health problems, and 
health-care systems.

disease
A scientifi cally identifi ed 
health threat caused by 
a known pathogen.

illness
A condition of poor 
health perceived or felt 
by an individual.

Merina women plant paddy rice in the highlands south of Antsirabe, 

Madagascar. Schistosomiasis, of which all known varieties are found in 

Madagascar, is among the fastest-spreading and most dangerous parasitic 

 infections now known. It is propagated by snails that live in ponds, lakes, and 

waterways (often ones created by irrigation systems, such as those associated 

with paddy rice cultivation).
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they infect their wives (Larson 1989; Miller and 
Rockwell, eds. 1988). Cities also are prime sites of 
STD transmission in Europe, Asia, and North and 
South America (see Baer, Singer, and Susser 2003; 
French 2002). Cultural factors also affect the 
spread of HIV, which is less likely to be transmit-
ted when men are circumcised than when they 
are not.
 The kinds of and incidence of disease vary 
among societies, and cultures interpret and treat 
illness differently. Standards for sick and healthy 
bodies are cultural constructions that vary in time 
and space (Martin 1992). Still, all societies have 
what George Foster and Barbara Anderson call 
“disease-theory systems” to identify, classify, and 
explain illness. According to Foster and Anderson 
(1978), there are three basic theories about the 
causes of illness: personalistic, naturalistic, and 
emotionalistic. Personalistic disease theories blame 
illness on agents, such as sorcerers, witches, 
ghosts, or ancestral spirits. Naturalistic disease the-
ories explain illness in impersonal terms. One ex-
ample is Western medicine or biomedicine, which 
aims to link illness to scientifi cally demonstrated 
agents that bear no personal malice toward their 
victims. Thus Western medicine attributes illness 
to organisms (e.g., bacteria, viruses, fungi, or par-
asites), accidents, toxic materials, or genes.
 Other naturalistic ethnomedical systems blame 
poor health on unbalanced body fl uids. Many 
Latin societies classify food, drink, and environ-
mental conditions as “hot” or “cold.” People be-
lieve their health suffers when they eat or drink 
hot or cold substances together or under inappro-
priate conditions. For example, one shouldn’t 
drink something cold after a hot bath or eat a 
pineapple (a “cold” fruit) when one is menstruat-
ing (a “hot” condition).
 Emotionalistic disease theories assume that emo-

tional experiences cause illness. For ex-
ample, Latin Americans may develop 

susto, an illness caused by anxiety or 
fright (Bolton 1981; Finkler 1985). 
Its symptoms (lethargy, vagueness, 

distraction) are similar to those of 
“soul loss,” a diagnosis of simi-

lar symptoms made by people 
in Madagascar. Modern psy-
choanalysis also focuses on 
the role of the emotions in 
physical and psychological 
well-being.

All societies have health-
care systems consisting of 
beliefs, customs, specialists, 
and techniques aimed at 
ensuring health and at pre-
venting, diagnosing, and 
curing illness. A society’s 
illness-causation theory is 
important for treatment. 

communities face; (2) gather information on so-
lutions to those problems; and (3) implement 
solutions in partnership with the agencies and 
organizations that are in charge of public health 
programs for indigenous populations.
 In many areas, the world system and colonial-
ism worsened the health of indigenous peoples 
by spreading diseases, warfare, servitude, and 
other stressors. Traditionally and in ancient times, 
hunter-gatherers, because of their small numbers, 
mobility, and relative isolation from other groups, 
lacked most of the epidemic infectious diseases 
that affect agrarian and urban societies (Cohen 
and Armelagos, eds. 1984; Inhorn and Brown 
1990). Epidemic diseases such as cholera, typhoid, 
and bubonic plague thrive in dense populations, 
and thus among farmers and city dwellers. The 
spread of malaria has been linked to population 
growth and deforestation associated with food 
production.
 Certain diseases, and physical conditions, such 
as obesity, have spread with economic develop-
ment and globalization (Ulijaszek and Lofi nk 
2006). Schistosomiasis or bilharzia (liver fl ukes) is 
probably the fastest-spreading and most danger-
ous parasitic infection now known. It is propa-
gated by snails that live in ponds, lakes, and 
waterways, usually ones created by irrigation 
projects. A study done in a Nile Delta village in 
Egypt (Farooq 1966) illustrated the role of culture 
(religion) in the spread of schistosomiasis. The 
disease was more common among Muslims than 
among Christians because of an Islamic practice 
called wudu, ritual ablution (bathing) before 
prayer. The applied anthropology approach to re-
ducing such diseases is to see if local people per-
ceive a connection between the vector (e.g., snails 
in the water) and the disease. If not, such informa-
tion may be provided by enlisting active local 
groups, schools, and the media.
 The highest global rates of HIV infec-
tion and AIDS-related deaths are 
in Africa, especially southern  Africa. 
As it kills productive adults, AIDS 
leaves behind children and seniors 
who have  diffi culty replacing the 
lost labor force (Baro and  Deubel 
2006). In southern and eastern 
Africa, AIDS and other sexu-
ally transmitted diseases 
(STDs) have spread along 
highways, via encounters 
between male truckers 
and female prostitutes. 
STDs also are spread 
through prostitution, as 
young men from rural 
 areas seek wage work in 
cities, labor camps, and 
mines. When the men re-
turn to their natal villages, 

health-care systems
Beliefs, customs, and 
specialists concerned 
with preventing and 
 curing illness.

A traditional healer at work in Malaysia. Shown 

here, mugwort, a small, spongy herb, is burned 

to facilitate healing. The healer lights one end of 

a moxa stick, roughly the shape and size of a 

cigar, and attaches it, or holds it close, to the 

area being treated for several minutes until the 

area turns red. The purpose of moxibustion is 

to strengthen the blood, stimulate spiritual 

 energy, and maintain general health.
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thing of an ethical imperative (Foucault 1990). 
Individuals are expected to regulate their behav-
ior and shape themselves in keeping with new 
medical knowledge. Those who do so acquire the 
status of sanitary citizens—people with modern 
understanding of the body, health, and illness, 
who practice hygiene and depend on doctors and 
nurses when they are sick. People who act differ-
ently (e.g., smokers, overeaters, those who avoid 
doctors) are stigmatized as unsanitary and 
blamed for their own health problems (Briggs 
2005; Foucault 1990).

Even getting an epidemic disease such as chol-
era or living in an infected neighborhood may be 
interpreted today as a moral failure. It’s assumed 
that people who are properly informed and act 
rationally can avoid such “preventable” diseases. 
Individuals are expected to follow 
scientifically based imperatives 
(e.g., “boil water,” “don’t smoke”). 
People can become objects of avoid-
ance and discrimination simply by 
belonging to a group (e.g., gay men, 
Haitians, smokers, veterans) seen as 
having a greater risk of getting a 
particular disease (Briggs 2005).
 Medical anthropologists have 
served as cultural interpreters in 
public health programs, which must 
pay attention to local theories about 
the nature, causes, and treatment of 
illness. Health interventions cannot 
simply be forced on communities. 
They must fi t into local cultures and 
be accepted by local people. When 
Western medicine is introduced, 
people usually retain many of their 
old methods while also accepting 
new ones (see Green 1987/1992). 
Native curers may go on treating 
certain conditions (spirit posses-
sion), whereas doctors may deal 
with others. If both modern and traditional spe-
cialists are consulted and the patient is cured, the 
native curer may get as much or more credit than 
the physician.
 A more personal treatment of illness that emu-
lates the non-Western curer-patient-community 
relationship could probably benefi t Western sys-
tems. Western medicine tends to draw a rigid line 
between biological and psychological causation. 
Non-Western theories usually lack this sharp dis-
tinction, recognizing that poor health has inter-
twined physical, emotional, and social causes. 
The mind–body opposition is part of Western 
folk taxonomy, not of science (see also Brown 
1998; Helman 2001; Joralemon 2006; Strathern 
and Stewart 1999).
 Medical anthropologists increasingly are exam-
ining the impact of new scientifi c and medical tech-
niques on ideas about life, death, and personhood 

When illness has a personalistic cause, magicoreli-
gious specialists may be good curers. They draw on 
varied techniques (occult and practical), which 
comprise their special expertise. A shaman may 
cure soul loss by enticing the spirit back into the 
body. Shamans may ease diffi cult childbirths by 
asking spirits to travel up the birth canal to guide 
the baby out (Lévi-Strauss 1967). A shaman may 
cure a cough by counteracting a curse or removing 
a substance introduced by a sorcerer.
 If there is a “world’s oldest profession” besides 
hunter and gatherer, it is curer, often a shaman. 
The curer’s role has some universal features 
 (Foster and Anderson 1978). Thus curers emerge 
through a culturally defi ned process of selection 
(parental prodding, inheritance, visions, dream 
instructions) and training (apprentice shaman-
ship, medical school). Eventually, the curer is 
 certifi ed by older practitioners and acquires a 
professional image. Patients believe in the skills 
of the curer, whom they consult and compensate.
 We should not lose sight, ethnocentrically, of 
the difference between scientifi c medicine and 
Western medicine per se. Despite advances in tech-
nology, genomics, molecular biology, pathology, 
surgery, diagnostics, and applications, many West-
ern medical procedures have little justifi cation in 
logic or fact. Overprescription of drugs, unneces-
sary surgery, and the impersonality and inequality 
of the physician–patient relationship are question-
able features of Western medical systems (see 
Briggs 2005 for linguistic aspects of this inequal-
ity). Also, overuse of antibiotics, not just for people 
but also in animal feed, seems to be triggering an 
explosion of resistant microorganisms, which may 
pose a long-term global public health hazard.
 Still, biomedicine surpasses tribal treatment in 
many ways. Although medicines such as quinine, 
coca, opium, ephedrine, and rauwolfi a were dis-
covered in nonindustrial societies, thousands of 
effective drugs are available today to treat myriad 
diseases. Preventive health care improved during 
the twentieth century. Today’s surgical proce-
dures are much safer and more effective than 
those of traditional societies.
 But industrialization and globalization have 
spawned their own health problems. Modern 
stressors include poor nutrition, dangerous ma-
chinery, impersonal work, isolation, poverty, 
homelessness, substance abuse, and noise, air, 
and water pollution (see McElroy and Townsend 
2003). Health problems in industrial nations are 
caused as much by economic, social, political, and 
cultural factors as by pathogens. In modern North 
America, for example, poverty contributes to 
many illnesses, including arthritis, heart condi-
tions, back problems, and hearing and vision im-
pairment (see Bailey 2000). Poverty also is a factor 
in the differential spread of infectious diseases.

In the United States and other developed 
countries today, good health has become some-

curer
One who diagnoses and 
treats illness.

scientifi c medicine
A health-care system 
based on scientifi c 
knowledge and 
procedures.

At a major informa-

tion technology com-

pany, Marietta Baba 

examines one of the 

world’s fastest su-

percomputers. She is 

studying that fi rm’s 

adaptation to the 

rise of the service 

economy. Professor 

Baba, a prominent 

applied anthropolo-

gist and dean of the 

College of Social 

 Science at Michigan 

State University, also 

has studied Michi-

gan’s automobile 

industry.
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ANTHROPOLOGY
AND BUSINESS
Carol Taylor (1987) discusses the value of an 
 “anthropologist-in-residence” in a large, complex 
organization, such as a hospital or a business. A 
free-ranging ethnographer can be a perceptive 
oddball when information and decisions usually 
move through a rigid hierarchy. If allowed to ob-
serve and converse freely with all types and levels 
of personnel, the anthropologist may acquire a 
unique perspective on organizational conditions 
and problems. Also, high-tech companies, such as 
Xerox, IBM, and Apple, have employed anthro-
pologists in various roles. Closely observing how 
people actually use computer products, anthro-
pologists work with engineers to design products 
that are more user-friendly.
 For many years anthropologists have used eth-
nography to study business settings (Arensberg 
1987; Jordan 2003). For example, ethnographic re-
search in an auto factory may view workers, man-
agers, and executives as different social categories 
participating in a common social system. Each 
group has characteristic attitudes, values, and be-

(what is and is not a person). For decades, dis-
agreements about personhood—about when life 
begins and ends—have been part of political and 
religious discussions of contraception, abortion, 
assisted suicide, and euthanasia (mercy killing). 
More recent additions to such discussions include 
stem cell  research, frozen embryos, assisted re-
production,  genetic screening, cloning, and life-
prolonging medical treatments. Ideas about what 
it means to be human and to be alive or dead are 
being reformulated. In the United States, the con-
troversy surrounding the death of Terri Schiavo 
in 2005 brought such questions into public de-
bate. Kaufman and Morgan (2005) emphasize the 
contrast between what they call low-tech and 
high-tech births and deaths in today’s world. A 
desperately poor young mother dies of AIDS in 
Africa while half a world away an American 
child of privilege is born as the result of a $50,000 
in-vitro fertilization procedure. Medical anthro-
pologists increasingly are concerned with new 
and contrasting conditions that allow humans 
to enter, live, and depart life, and with how the 
boundaries of life and death are being questioned 
and negotiated in the 21st century.

Innovation succeeds best when it is culturally 

appropriate. This axiom of applied anthropology 

could guide the international spread not only of 

development projects but also of businesses, 

such as fast food. Each time McDonald’s or 

Burger King expands to a new nation, it must 

devise a culturally appropriate strategy for fi t-

ting into the new setting.

 McDonald’s has been successful interna-

tionally, with more than a quarter of its sales 

outside the United States. One place where 

McDonald’s is expanding successfully is Brazil, 

where more than 50 million middle-class peo-

ple, most living in densely packed cities, pro-

vide a concentrated market for a fast-food 

chain. Still, it took McDonald’s some time to 

fi nd the right marketing strategy for Brazil.

 In 1980 when I visited Brazil after a seven-

year absence, I fi rst noticed, as a manifestation 

of Brazil’s growing participation in the world 

economy, the appearance of two McDonald’s 

restaurants in Rio de Janeiro. There wasn’t 

much difference between Brazilian and North 

American McDonald’s. The restaurants looked 

alike. The menus were more or less the same, 

as was the taste of the quarter-pounders. I 

picked up an artifact, a white paper bag with 

yellow lettering, exactly like the take-out bags 

then used in American McDonald’s. An adver-

tising device, it carried several messages about 

how Brazilians could bring McDonald’s into 

their lives. However, it seemed to me that 

 McDonald’s Brazilian ad campaign was missing 

some important points about how fast food 

should be marketed in a culture that values 

large, leisurely lunches.

 The bag proclaimed, “You’re going to enjoy 

the [McDonald’s] difference,” and listed several 

“favorite places where you can enjoy  McDonald’s 

products.” This list confi rmed that the marketing 

people were trying to adapt to Brazilian middle-

class culture, but they were making some mis-

takes. “When you go out in the car with the kids” 

transferred the uniquely developed North Amer-

ican cultural combination of highways, afford-

able cars, and suburban living to the very 

different context of urban Brazil. A similar sug-

gestion was “traveling to the country place.” 

Even Brazilians who owned country places could 

not fi nd McDonald’s, still confi ned to the cities, 

on the road. The ad creator had apparently never 

attempted to drive up to a fast-food restaurant in 

a neighborhood with no parking spaces.

 Several other suggestions pointed custom-

ers toward the beach, where cariocas (Rio na-

tives) do spend much of their leisure time. One 

D I V E R S I T Y
Culturally Appropriate Marketing

appreciating 
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could eat McDonald’s products “after a dip in 

the ocean,” “at a picnic at the beach,” or 

“watching the surfers.” These suggestions 

 ignored the Brazilian custom of consuming 

cold things, such as beer, soft drinks, ice cream, 

and ham and cheese sandwiches, at the beach. 

Brazilians don’t consider a hot, greasy ham-

burger proper beach food. They view the sea 

as “cold” and hamburgers as “hot”; they avoid 

“hot” foods at the beach.

 Also culturally dubious was the suggestion to 

eat McDonald’s hamburgers “lunching at the of-

fi ce.” Brazilians prefer their main meal at midday, 

often eating at a leisurely pace with business as-

sociates. Many fi rms serve ample lunches to 

their employees. Other workers take advantage 

of a two-hour lunch break to go home to eat with 

the spouse and children. Nor did it make sense 

to suggest that children should eat hamburgers 

for lunch, since most kids attend school for half-

day sessions and have lunch at home. Two other 

suggestions—”waiting for the bus” and “in the 

beauty parlor”—did describe common aspects 

of daily life in a Brazilian city. However, these set-

tings have not proved especially inviting to ham-

burgers or fi sh fi lets.

 The homes of Brazilians who can afford 

 McDonald’s products have cooks and maids to 

do many of the things that fast-food restau-

rants do in the United States. The suggestion 

that McDonald’s products be eaten “while 

watching your favorite television program” is 

culturally appropriate, because Brazilians watch 

TV a lot. However, Brazil’s consuming classes 

can ask the cook to make a snack when hunger 

strikes. Indeed, much televiewing occurs during 

the light dinner served when the husband gets 

home from the offi ce.

 Most appropriate to the Brazilian lifestyle 

was the suggestion to enjoy McDonald’s “on 

the cook’s day off.” Throughout Brazil, Sunday is 

that day. The Sunday pattern for middle-class 

families is a trip to the beach, liters of beer, a full 

midday meal around 3 P.M., and a light evening 

snack. McDonald’s found its niche in the Sun-

day evening meal, when families fl ock to the 

fast-food restaurant, and it is to this market that 

its advertising is now appropriately geared.

 McDonald’s is expanding rapidly in Brazilian 

cities, and in Brazil as in North America, teenage 

appetites are fueling the fast-food explosion. As 

McDonald’s outlets appeared in urban neigh-

borhoods, Brazilian teenagers used them for 

after-school snacks, while families had evening 

meals there. As an anthropologist could have 

predicted, the fast-food industry has not revo-

lutionized Brazilian food and meal customs. 

Rather,  McDonald’s is succeeding because it has 

adapted to preexisting Brazilian cultural patterns.

 The main contrast with North America is that 

the Brazilian evening meal is lighter. McDonald’s 

now caters to the evening meal rather than to 

lunch. Once McDonald’s realized that more 

money could be made by fi tting in with, rather 

than trying to Americanize, Brazilian meal hab-

its, it started aiming its advertising at that goal.

havior patterns. These are transmitted through 
microenculturation, the process by which people 
learn particular roles in a limited social system. 
The free-ranging nature of ethnography takes the 
anthropologist back and forth from worker to 
 executive. Each is an individual with a personal 
viewpoint and a cultural creature whose perspec-
tive is, to some extent, shared with other mem-
bers of a group. Applied anthropologists have 
acted as “cultural brokers,” translating managers’ 
goals or workers’ concerns to the other group (see 
Ferraro 2006).
 For business, key features of anthropology in-
clude (1) ethnography and observation as ways of 
gathering data, (2) cross-cultural expertise, and 
(3) focus on cultural diversity. An important busi-
ness application of anthropology has to do with 
knowledge of how consumers use products. This 
chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity” provides an 
example of this and shows how innovation suc-
ceeds best when it is culturally appropriate. Busi-
nesses hire anthropologists because of the 
importance of observation in natural settings and 
the focus on cultural diversity. Thus, Hallmark 
Cards has hired anthropologists to observe par-

ties, holidays, and celebrations of ethnic groups to 
improve its ability to design cards for targeted au-
diences. Anthropologists go into people’s homes 
to see how they actually use products.

CAREERS AND 
ANTHROPOLOGY
Many college students fi nd anthropology inter-
esting and consider majoring in it. However, their 
parents or friends may discourage them by ask-
ing, “What kind of job are you going to get with 
an anthropology major?” The fi rst step in answer-
ing this question is to consider the more general 
question, “What do you do with any college ma-
jor?” The answer is “Not much, without a good 
bit of effort, thought, and planning.” A survey of 
graduates of the literary college of the University 
of Michigan showed that few had jobs that were 
clearly linked to their majors. Medicine, law, and 
many other professions require advanced de-
grees. Although many colleges offer bachelor’s 
degrees in engineering, business, accounting, and 
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look, its long-standing indigenous focus, and its 
appreciation of diverse lifestyles combine to pro-
vide an excellent foundation for overseas employ-
ment (see Omohundro 2001).
 Even for work in North America, the focus on 
culture is valuable. Every day we hear about cul-
tural differences and about social problems whose 
solutions require a multicultural viewpoint—an 
ability to recognize and reconcile ethnic differ-
ences. Government, schools, and private fi rms 
constantly deal with people from different social 
classes, ethnic groups, and tribal backgrounds. 
Physicians, attorneys, social workers, police offi -
cers, judges, teachers, and students can all do a 
better job if they understand social differences in 
a part of the world such as ours that is one of the 
most ethnically diverse in history.
 Knowledge about the traditions and beliefs of 
the many social groups within a modern nation is 
important in planning and carrying out programs 
that affect those groups. Attention to social back-
ground and cultural categories helps ensure the 
welfare of affected ethnic groups, communities, 
and neighborhoods. Experience in planned so-
cial change—whether community organization 
in North America or economic development 
overseas—shows that a proper social study should 
be done before a project or policy is implemented. 
When local people want the change and it fi ts 
their lifestyle and traditions, it will be more suc-
cessful, benefi cial, and cost-effective. There will 
be not only a more humane but also a more eco-
nomical solution to a real social problem.
 People with anthropology backgrounds are 
doing well in many fi elds. Even if one’s job has 
little or nothing to do with anthropology in a for-
mal or obvious sense, a background in anthropol-
ogy provides a useful orientation when we work 
with our fellow human beings. For most of us, 
this means every day of our lives.

social work, master’s degrees often are needed to 
get the best jobs in those fi elds. Anthropologists, 
too, need an advanced degree, almost always a 
Ph.D., to fi nd gainful employment in academic, 
museum, or applied anthropology.
 A broad college education, and even a major in 
anthropology, can be an excellent foundation for 
success in many fi elds. A recent survey of women 
executives showed that most had majored not in 
business but in the social sciences or humanities. 
Only after graduating did they study business, 
obtaining a master’s degree in business adminis-
tration. These executives felt that the breadth of 
their college educations had contributed to their 
business careers. Anthropology majors go on to 
medical, law, and business schools and fi nd suc-
cess in many professions that often have little ex-
plicit connection to anthropology.
 Anthropology’s breadth provides knowledge 
and an outlook on the world that are useful in 
many kinds of work. For example, an anthropol-
ogy major combined with a master’s degree in 

business is excellent preparation for work in in-
ternational business. Breadth is anthropol-

ogy’s hallmark. Anthropologists study 
people biologically, culturally, so-

cially, and linguistically, across 
time and space, in developed and 

underdeveloped nations, in 
simple and complex settings. 
Most colleges have anthropol-
ogy courses that compare cul-
tures and others that focus on 
particular world areas, such 
as Latin America, Asia, and 
Native North America. The 
knowledge of foreign areas 
acquired in such courses can 
be useful in many jobs. An-

thropology’s comparative out-

Acing the 
COURSE

1.  Anthropology has two dimensions: academic and 
applied. Applied anthropology uses anthropo-
logical perspectives, theory, methods, and data to 
identify, assess, and solve problems. Applied an-
thropologists have a range of employers. Exam-
ples are government agencies; development 
organizations; NGOs; tribal, ethnic, and interest 
groups; businesses; social services and educational 
agencies. Applied anthropologists come from all 
four subfi elds. Ethnography is one of applied an-
thropology’s most valuable research tools. A sys-

temic perspective recognizes that changes have 
multiple consequences, some unintended.

2.  Development anthropology focuses on social is-
sues in, and the cultural dimension of, economic 
development. Development projects typically 
promote cash employment and new technology 
at the expense of subsistence economies. Not all 
governments seek to increase equality and end 
poverty. Resistance by elites to reform is typical 
and hard to combat. At the same time, local peo-

Summary
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systems. Medical anthropology includes anthro-
pologists from all four subfi elds and has theoreti-
cal (academic) and applied dimensions. In a given 
setting, the characteristic diseases refl ect diet, 
population density, the economy, and social com-
plexity. Native theories of illness may be person-
alistic, naturalistic, or emotionalistic. In applying 
anthropology to business, the key features are (1) 
ethnography and observation as ways of gather-
ing data, (2) cross-cultural expertise, and (3) a fo-
cus on cultural diversity.

5.  A broad college education, including anthropol-
ogy and foreign-area courses, offers excellent 
background for many fi elds. Anthropology’s com-
parative outlook and cultural relativism provide 
an excellent basis for overseas employment. Even 
for work in North America, a focus on culture and 
cultural diversity is valuable. Anthropology ma-
jors attend medical, law, and business schools and 
succeed in many fi elds, some of which have little 
explicit connection with anthropology.

ple rarely cooperate with projects requiring major 
and risky changes in their daily lives. Many proj-
ects seek to impose inappropriate property no-
tions and incompatible social units on their 
intended benefi ciaries. The best strategy for 
change is to base the social design for innovation 
on traditional social forms in each target area.

3.  Anthropology and education researchers work in 
classrooms, homes, and other settings relevant to 
education. Such studies may lead to policy rec-
ommendations. Both academic and applied an-
thropologists study migration from rural areas to 
cities and across national boundaries. North 
America has become a popular arena for urban 
anthropological research on migration, ethnicity, 
poverty, and related topics. Although rural and 
urban are different social systems, there is cultural 
diffusion from one to the other.

4.  Medical anthropology is the cross-cultural, bio-
cultural study of health problems and conditions, 
disease, illness, disease theories, and health-care 

anthropology and education 88
applied anthropology 81
curer 93
development anthropology 84
disease 91
equity, increased 85
health-care systems 92

illness 91
medical anthropology 91
overinnovation 86
scientifi c medicine 93
underdifferentiation 87
urban anthropology 89

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. The use of anthropological data, perspectives, 
theory, and methods to identify, assess, and 
solve contemporary social problems is known as
a. economic anthropology.
b.  conceptual anthropology.
c.  applied anthropology.
d.  sociobiology.
e.  participant observation.

 2.  What is one of the most valuable and distinc-
tive tools of the applied anthropologist?
a. knowledge of genetics
b.  familiarity with farming techniques
c.  statistical expertise
d.  teaching ability
e.  the ethnographic research method

 3.  Which of the following is an example of cul-
tural resource management?
a. any archaeological work done in an urban 

setting
b.  any archaeology implemented by the 

World Bank
c.  the emergency excavation and cataloging 

of a site that is about to be destroyed by a 
new highway

d. archaeology sponsored by indigenous 
peoples

e. a museum returning archaeological fi nds 
to the indigenous peoples whose ancestors 
produced the artifacts

 4. What case does this chapter use to illustrate 
some of the dangers of the old applied 
anthropology?
a. anthropologists’ collaboration with NGOs 

in the 1920s
b. the American Anthropological Associa-

tion’s drafting of the ethics guidelines
c. Robert Redfi eld’s work on the contrasts 

 between urban and rural communities
d. Malinowski’s view that anthropologists 

should focus on Westernization and aid 
 colonial regimes in their expansion

e. the correlation between the increase of 
 undergraduates interested in anthropology 
and the Vietnam War

 5. Which of the following should not be one of the 
goals of an applied anthropological approach to 
urban programs?
a. work with the community to ensure that 

the change is implemented correctly
b. create a single universal policy to be 

 applied to all urban communities
c. identify key social groups in the urban 

context

Test 
Yourself!
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98 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

 8. What term refers most generally to beliefs, cus-
toms, specialists, and techniques aimed at en-
suring health and curing illness?
a. a disease theory
b. medical anthropology
c. shamanism
d. health-care system
e. overinnovation

 9. Why would companies designing and market-
ing products hire an anthropologist?
a. to pretend they care about customers’ 

 cultural preferences
b. to provide jobs for the growing number of 

unemployed academics
c. to make sure that they are abiding by the 

American Anthropological Association’s 
code of ethics

d. to gain a better understanding of their 
 customers in an increasingly multicultural 
world

e. to fulfi ll the requirements to become a non-
profi t organization

10. What best describes the breadth of applied 
anthropology?
a. any use of the knowledge and/or tech-

niques of the four subfi elds, with a special 
emphasis on forensics and biological an-
thropology, given the rise of deaths due to 
the so-called War on Terror

b. the use of anthropological knowledge to 
increase the size of anthropology depart-
ments nationwide

c. the hiring of anthropologists by the armed 
forces interested in improving secret 
intelligence

d. any use of the knowledge and/or tech-
niques of the four subfi elds to identify, 
 assess, and solve practical problems

e. the hiring practices of nongovernmental 
organizations interested in culture

d. translate the needs and desires of the com-
munity to funding agencies

e. elicit wishes from the target community

 6. In 1992 a Los Angeles policeman shot and 
killed two unarmed Samoan brothers. When a 
judge dismissed charges against the offi cer, 
 local Samoan leaders used the traditional matai 
system to calm angry youths and organize com-
munity meetings that eventually led to a just 
resolution. This example illustrates
a. how an immigrant community can draw 

from its traditions (in this case kin-based 
ethnic associations) to adapt to urban life.

b. that anthropology has little application in 
urban settings.

c. that non-Western immigrants have diffi -
culty adjusting to modern city life, unless 
they give up their traditions.

d. how some traditional systems contribute 
disproportionately to homelessness.

e. that “clan mentality” is excessively violent 
in urban settings.

 7. What is medical anthropology?
a. the fi eld that has proved that indigenous 

peoples do not give up their indigenous 
ways, even in modern cities with 
 technologically advanced health-care 
programs

b. the application of non-Western health 
knowledge to a troubled industrialized 
medical system

c. a growing fi eld that considers the biocul-
tural context and implications of disease 
and illness

d. typically in cooperation with pharmaceuti-
cal companies, a fi eld that does market re-
search on the use of health products 
around the world

e. the application of Western medicine to 
solve health problems around the world

FILL IN THE BLANK

1.  examines the sociocultural dimensions of economic development.

2. The term  describes the consequence of development programs that try to achieve too much change.

3. Increased  describes the goal of reducing absolute poverty, with a more even distribution of wealth.

4. Medical anthropologists use the term  to refer to a scientifi cally identifi ed health threat caused 
by a known pathogen, while the term  refers to a condition of poor health perceived or felt by an 
individual.

5. A  is one who diagnoses and treats illness.

CRITICAL THINKING

1. This chapter uses the association between early anthropology and colonialism to illustrate some of the 
dangers of early applied anthropology. We also learn how American anthropologists studied Japanese 
and German “culture at a distance” in an attempt to predict the behavior of the enemies of the United 
States during World War II. Political and military confl icts with other nations and cultures continue 
 today. What role could and/or should applied anthropologists play in these confl icts, if any?
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Chapter 4  Applying Anthropology 99

2. What roles could applied anthropologists play in the design and implementation of development proj-
ects? Based on past experience and research on this topic, what could an applied anthropologist focus on 
avoiding and/or promoting?

3. This chapter describes some of the applications of anthropology in educational settings. Think back to 
your grade school or high school classroom. Were there any social issues that might have interested an 
anthropologist? Were there any problems that an applied anthropologist might have been able to solve? 
How so?

4. In Chapter 2 we learned how our culture—and cultural changes—affect how we perceive nature, human 
nature, and the “natural.” Give examples of how medical anthropologists examine the shifting boundar-
ies between culture and nature.

5. Indicate your career plans if known, and describe how you might apply the knowledge learned through 
introductory anthropology in your future vocation. If you have not yet chosen a career, pick one of the 
following: economist, engineer, diplomat, architect, or elementary schoolteacher. Why is it important to 
understand the culture and social organization of the people who will be affected by your work?

Multiple Choice: 1. (C); 2. (E); 3. (C); 4. (D); 5. (B); 6. (A); 7. (C); 8. (D); 9. (D); 10. (D); Fill in the Blank: 1. Development anthropology; 
2. overinnovation; 3. equity; 4. disease, illness; 5. curer

Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Chambers, E.
1985 Applied Anthropology: A Practical Guide. 

 Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. How to do 
applied anthropology, by a leader in the fi eld.

Ervin, A. M.
2005 Applied Anthropology: Tools and Perspectives for 

Contemporary Practice, 2nd ed. Boston: Pearson/
Allyn & Bacon. Up-to-date treatment of applied 
anthropology.

Ferraro, G. P.
2010 The Cultural Dimension of International Busi-

ness, 6th ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall. How the theory and insights of cultural 
anthropology can infl uence the conduct of in-
ternational business.

Joralemon, D.
2010 Exploring Medical Anthropology, 3rd ed. 

Boston: Pearson. Recent introduction to a grow-
ing fi eld.

Omohundro, J. T.
2001 Careers in Anthropology, 2nd ed. Boston: 

McGraw-Hill. Offers some vocational guidance.
Spindler, G. D., ed.

2000 Fifty Years of Anthropology and Education, 
1950–2000: A Spindler Anthology. Mahwah, NJ: 
Erlbaum. Survey of the fi eld of educational an-
thropology by two prominent contributors, 
George and Louise Spindler.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.
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Linguistic variation is 

associated with social and 

cultural diversity, including 

ethnicity and gender. These 

Maya girls speak one of 

several Mayan languages in 

Guatemala.

What makes 

language different 

from other forms of 

communication?

How do 

anthropologists and 

linguists study 

language in general 

and specifi c 

languages in 

particular?

How does language 

change over short 

and long time 

periods?
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WHAT IS LANGUAGE?

NONHUMAN PRIMATE 
COMMUNICATION

Call Systems

Sign Language

The Origin of Language

NONVERBAL 
COMMUNICATION

THE STRUCTURE OF 
LANGUAGE

Speech Sounds

LANGUAGE, THOUGHT, 
AND CULTURE

The Sapir-Whorf 
Hypothesis

Focal Vocabulary

Meaning

SOCIOLINGUISTICS

Linguistic Diversity

Gender Speech Contrasts

Language and Status 
Position

Stratifi cation

Black English Vernacular 
(BEV)

HISTORICAL 
LINGUISTICS

Language Loss

about, social variation, such as region, educa-

tion, ethnic background, and gender. Men and 

women talk differently. I’m sure you can think 

of examples based on your own experience, 

although you probably never realized that 

women tend to peripheralize their vowels 

(think of “aiiee”), whereas men tend to central-

ize them (think of “uh” and “ugh”). Men are 

more likely to speak “ungrammatically” than 

women are. Men and women also show differ-

ences in their sports and color terminologies. 

Men typically know more terms related to 

sports, make more distinctions among them 

(e.g., runs versus points), and try to use the 

terms more precisely than women do. Corre-

spondingly, infl uenced more by the fashion 

and cosmetics industries than men are, women 

use more color terms and attempt to use them 

more specifi cally than men do. To make this 

point when I lecture, I bring an off-purple shirt 

to class. Holding it up, I fi rst ask women to say 

aloud what color the shirt is. The women rarely 

answer with a uniform voice, as they try to dis-

tinguish the actual shade (mauve, lilac, laven-

der, wisteria, or some other purplish hue). I 

then ask the men, who consistently answer as 

one, “PURPLE.” Rare is the man who on the 

spur of the moment can imagine the differ-

ence between fuchsia and magenta or grape 

and aubergine.

C an you appreciate anything distinc-

tive or unusual in the way you talk? If 

you’re from Canada, Virginia, or 

Savannah, you may say “oot” instead 

of “out.” A southerner may request a “soft 

drink” rather than the New Yorker’s “soda.” 

How might a “Valley Girl” or “surfer dude” talk? 

Usually when we pay attention to how we talk, 

it’s because someone comments on our 

speech. It may be only when students move 

from one state or region to another that they 

appreciate how much of a regional accent they 

have. I moved as a teenager from Atlanta to 

New York City. Previously I hadn’t realized I had 

a southern accent, but some guardian of lin-

guistic correctness in my new high school did. 

They put me in a speech class, pointing out 

linguistic fl aws I never knew I had. One was my 

“dull s,” particularly in terminal consonant 

clusters, as in the words “tusks” and “break-

fasts.” Apparently I didn’t pronounce all three 

consonants at the ends of those words. Later it 

occurred to me that these weren’t words I 

used very often. As far as I know, I’ve never 

conversed about tusks or proclaimed “I ate 

seven breakfasts last week.”

 Unlike grammarians, linguists and anthro-

pologists are interested in what people do say, 

rather than what they should say. Speech dif-

ferences are associated with, and tell us a lot 

WHAT IS LANGUAGE?
Language, which may be spoken (speech) 
or written (writing), is our primary means 
of communication. Writing has existed for 
about 6,000 years. Language originated 
thousands of years before that, but no one 
can say exactly when. Like culture in gen-
eral, of which language is a part, language 
is transmitted through learning, as part of 

enculturation. Language is based on arbi-
trary, learned associations between words 
and the things for which they stand. The 
complexity of language—absent in the 
communication systems of other animals—
allows humans to conjure up elaborate im-
ages, to discuss the past and the future, to 
share our experiences with others, and to 
benefi t from their experiences.
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Chapter 5  Language and Communication 103

 Anthropologists study language in its social and 
cultural context. Linguistic anthropology illustrates 
anthropology’s characteristic interest in compari-
son, variation, and change. A key feature of lan-
guage is that it is always changing. Some linguistic 
anthropologists reconstruct ancient languages by 
comparing their contemporary descendants and in 
so doing make discoveries about history. Others 
study linguistic differences to discover the varied 
worldviews and patterns of thought in a multitude 
of cultures. Sociolinguists examine linguistic diver-
sity in nation-states, ranging from multilingualism 
to the varied dialects and styles used in a single 
language, to show how speech refl ects social differ-
ences (Fasold 1990; Labov 1972a, 1972b). Linguistic 
anthropologists also explore the role of language in 
colonization and in the expansion of the world 
economy (Geis 1987).

NONHUMAN PRIMATE 
COMMUNICATION
Call Systems
Only humans speak. No other animal has any-
thing approaching the complexity of language. 

The natural communication systems of other pri-
mates (monkeys and apes) are call systems. These 
vocal systems consist of a limited number of 
sounds—calls—that are produced only when par-
ticular environmental stimuli are encountered. 
Such calls may be varied in intensity and dura-
tion, but they are much less fl exible than lan-
guage because they are automatic and can’t be 
combined. When primates encounter food and 
danger simultaneously, they can make only one 
call. They can’t combine the calls for food and 
danger into a single utterance, indicating that 
both are present. At some point in human evolu-
tion, however, our ancestors began to combine 
calls and to understand the combinations. The 
number of calls also expanded, eventually be-
coming too great to be transmitted even partly 
through the genes. Communication came to rely 
almost totally on learning.
 Although wild primates use call systems, the 
vocal tract of apes is not suitable for speech. Until 
the 1960s, attempts to teach spoken language to 
apes suggested that they lack linguistic abilities. In 
the 1950s, a couple raised a chimpanzee, Viki, as a 
member of their family and systematically tried to 
teach her to speak. However, Viki learned only 
four words (“mama,” “papa,” “up,” and “cup”).

Sign Language
More recent experiments have shown that apes can 
learn to use, if not speak, true language (Miles 
1983). Several apes have learned to converse with 
people through means other than speech. One such 
communication system is American Sign Lan-
guage, or ASL, which is widely used by hearing-
impaired Americans. ASL employs a limited 
number of basic gesture units that are analogous to 
sounds in spoken language. These units combine 
to form words and larger units of meaning.
 The fi rst chimpanzee to learn ASL was Washoe, 
a female who died in 2007 at the age of 42. Cap-
tured in West Africa, Washoe was acquired by 
R. Allen Gardner and Beatrice Gardner, scientists 
at the University of Nevada in Reno, in 1966, when 
she was a year old. Four years later, she moved to 
Norman, Oklahoma, to a converted farm that had 
become the Institute for Primate Studies. Washoe 
revolutionized the discussion of the language-
learning abilities of apes (Carey 2007). At fi rst she 
lived in a trailer and heard no spoken language. 
The researchers always used ASL to communicate 
with each other in her presence. The chimp gradu-
ally acquired a vocabulary of more than 100 signs 
representing English words (Gardner, Gardner, 
and Van Cantfort, eds. 1989). At the age of two, 
Washoe began to combine as many as fi ve signs 
into rudimentary sentences such as “you, me, go 
out, hurry.”
 The second chimp to learn ASL was Lucy, 
Washoe’s junior by one year. Lucy died, or was 

language
Primary means of human 
communication, spoken 
and written.

call systems
Communication systems 
of nonhuman primates.

Apes, such as these Congo chimpanzees, use call sys-

tems to communicate in the wild. Their vocal systems 

consist of a limited number of sounds—calls—that are 

produced only when particular environmental stimuli 

are encountered.
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(110 kilograms). Because of this, psychologist 
Penny Patterson’s work with gorillas at Stanford 
University seems more daring than the chimp ex-
periments. Patterson raised her now full-grown 
female gorilla, Koko, in a trailer next to a Stanford 
museum. Koko’s vocabulary surpasses that of 
any chimp. She regularly employs 400 ASL signs 
and has used about 700 at least once.
 Koko and the chimps also show that apes share 
still another linguistic ability with humans: pro-
ductivity. Speakers routinely use the rules of their 
language to produce entirely new expressions 
that are comprehensible to other native speakers. 
I can, for example, create “baboonlet” to refer to a 
baboon infant. I do this by analogy with English 
words in which the suffi x -let designates the 
young of a species. Anyone who speaks English 
immediately understands the meaning of my new 
word. Koko, Washoe, Lucy, and others have 
shown that apes also are able to use language pro-
ductively. Lucy used gestures she already knew 
to create “drinkfruit” for watermelon. Washoe, 
seeing a swan for the fi rst time, coined “water-
bird.” Koko, who knew the gestures for “fi nger” 
and “bracelet,” formed “fi nger bracelet” when 
she was given a ring.
 Chimps and gorillas have a rudimentary ca-
pacity for language. They may never have in-
vented a meaningful gesture system in the wild. 
However, given such a system, they show many 
humanlike abilities in learning and using it. Of 
course, language use by apes is a product of hu-
man intervention and teaching. The experiments 
mentioned here do not suggest that apes can in-
vent language (nor are human children ever faced 
with that task). However, young apes have man-
aged to learn the basics of gestural language. They 
can employ it productively and creatively, al-
though not with the sophistication of human ASL 
users.

productivity
Creating new expres-
sions that are compre-
hensible to other 
speakers.

murdered by poachers, in 1986, after having been 
introduced to “the wild” in Africa in 1979 (Carter 
1988). From her second day of life until her move 
to Africa, Lucy lived with a family in Norman, 
Oklahoma. Roger Fouts, a researcher from the 
nearby Institute for Primate Studies, came two 
days a week to test and improve Lucy’s knowledge 
of ASL. During the rest of the week, Lucy used ASL 
to converse with her foster parents.  After acquiring 
language, Washoe and Lucy exhibited several hu-
man traits: swearing, joking, telling lies, and trying 
to teach language to others (Fouts 1997).
 When irritated, Washoe called her monkey 
neighbors at the institute “dirty monkeys.” Lucy 
insulted her “dirty cat.” On arrival at Lucy’s place, 
Fouts once found a pile of excrement on the fl oor. 
When he asked the chimp what it was, she re-
plied, “dirty, dirty,” her expression for feces. 
Asked whose “dirty, dirty” it was, Lucy named 
Fouts’s coworker, Sue. When Fouts refused to be-
lieve her about Sue, the chimp blamed the excre-
ment on Fouts himself.
 Cultural transmission of a communication 
system through learning is a fundamental attri-
bute of language. Washoe, Lucy, and other chimps 
have tried to teach ASL to other animals, includ-
ing their own offspring. Washoe taught gestures 
to other institute chimps, including her son 
 Sequoia, who died in infancy (Fouts, Fouts, and 
Van Cantfort 1989).
 Because of their size and strength as adults, 
gorillas are less likely subjects than chimps for 
such experiments. Lean adult male gorillas in 
the wild weigh 400 pounds (180 kilograms), and 
full-grown females can easily reach 250 pounds 

cultural transmission
Transmission through 
learning, basic to 
language.

Kanzi, a male bonobo, identifi es an object he has just heard named through 

headphone speakers. At a young age, Kanzi learned to understand simple hu-

man speech and to communicate by using lexigrams, abstract symbols that 

represent objects and actions. A keyboard of lexigrams is pictured in the 

background.

© Tom Chalkley/Condé Nast Publications/ cartoonbank.com

productivity
Creating new expres-
sions that are compre-
hensible to other 
speakers.
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The Origin of Language
Although the capacity to remember and combine 
linguistic symbols may be latent in the apes (Miles 
1983), human evolution was needed for this seed 
to fl ower into language. A mutated gene known 
as FOXP2 helps explain why humans speak and 
chimps don’t (Paulson 2005). The key role of 
FOXP2 in speech came to light in a study of a 
British family, identifi ed only as KE, half of whose 
members had an inherited, severe defi cit in speech 
(Trivedi 2001). The same variant form of FOXP2 
that is found in chimpanzees causes this disorder. 
Those who have the nonspeech version of the 
gene cannot make the fi ne tongue and lip move-
ments that are necessary for clear speech, and 
their speech is unintelligible—even to other mem-
bers of the KE family (Trivedi 2001). Chimps have 
the same (genetic) sequence as the KE family 
members with the speech defi cit. Comparing 
chimp and human genomes, it appears that the 
speech-friendly form of FOXP2 took hold in hu-
mans around 150,000 years ago. This mutation 
conferred selective advantages (linguistic and 
cultural abilities) that allowed those who had it 
to spread at the expense of those who did not 
(Paulson 2005).
 Language offered a tremendous adaptive ad-
vantage to Homo sapiens. Language permits the 
information stored by a human society to exceed 
by far that of any nonhuman group. Language is 
a uniquely effective vehicle for learning. Because 
we can speak of things we have never experi-
enced, we can anticipate responses before we en-
counter the stimuli. Adaptation can occur more 
rapidly in Homo than in the other primates be-
cause our adaptive means are more fl exible.

NONVERBAL 
COMMUNICATION
Language is our principal means of communicat-
ing, but it isn’t the only one we use. We commu-
nicate when we transmit information about 
ourselves to others and receive such information 

 Apes, like humans, also may try to teach their 
language to others. Lucy, not fully realizing the 
difference between primate hands and feline 
paws, once tried to mold her pet cat’s paw into 
ASL signs. Koko taught gestures to Michael, a 
male gorilla six years her junior.
 Apes also have demonstrated linguistic dis-
placement. Absent in call systems, this is a key 
ingredient in language. Normally, each call is tied 
to an environmental stimulus such as food. Calls 
are uttered only when that stimulus is present. 
Displacement means that humans can talk about 
things that are not present. We don’t have to see 
the objects before we say the words. Human con-
versations are not limited by place. We can dis-
cuss the past and future, share our experiences 
with others, and benefi t from theirs.
 Patterson has described several examples of 
Koko’s capacity for displacement (Patterson 1978). 
The gorilla once expressed sorrow about having 
bitten Penny three days earlier. Koko has used the 
sign “later” to postpone doing things she doesn’t 
want to do. Recap 5.1 summarizes the contrasts 
between language, whether sign or spoken, and 
the call systems that primates use in the wild.
 Certain scholars doubt the linguistic abilities of 
chimps and gorillas (Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok, 
eds. 1980; Terrace 1979). These people contend that 
Koko and the chimps are comparable to trained 
circus animals and don’t really have linguistic abil-
ity. However, in defense of Patterson and the other 
researchers (Hill 1978; Van Cantfort and Rimpau 
1982), only one of their critics has worked with an 
ape. This was Herbert Terrace, whose experience 
teaching a chimp sign language lacked the conti-
nuity and personal involvement that have contrib-
uted so much to Patterson’s success with Koko.
 No one denies the huge difference between hu-
man language and gorilla signs. There is a major 
gap between the ability to write a book or say a 
prayer and the few hundred gestures employed 
by a well-trained chimp. Apes aren’t people, but 
they aren’t just animals either. Let Koko express 
it: When asked by a reporter whether she was a 
person or an animal, Koko chose neither. Instead, 
she signed “fi ne animal gorilla” (Patterson 1978).

displacement
Describing things and 
events that are not pres-
ent; basic to language.

 RECAP 5.1 Language Contrasted with Call Systems

HUMAN LANGUAGE PRIMATE CALL SYSTEMS

Has the capacity to speak of things and events that  Are stimuli-dependent; the food call will be made only
are not present (displacement) in the presence of food; it cannot be faked

Has the capacity to generate new expressions by  Consist of a limited number of calls that cannot be
combining other expressions (productivity) combined to produce new calls

Is group specifi c in that all humans have the capacity  Tend to be species specifi c, with little variation among
for language, but each linguistic community has  communities of the same species for each call
its own language, which is culturally transmitted
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from them. Our facial expressions, bodily stances, 
gestures, and movements, even if unconscious, 
convey information and are part of our commu-
nication styles. Deborah Tannen (1990) discusses 
differences in the communication styles of Amer-
ican men and women, and her comments go be-
yond language. She notes that American girls 
and women tend to look directly at each other 
when they talk, whereas American boys and men 
do not. Males are more likely to look straight 
ahead rather than turn and make eye contact 
with someone, especially another man, seated 
beside them. Also, in conversational groups, 
American men tend to relax and sprawl out. 
American women may adopt a similar relaxed 
posture in all-female groups, but when they are 
with men, they tend to draw in their limbs and 
adopt a tighter stance.
 Kinesics is the study of communication 
through body movements, stances, gestures, and 
facial expressions. Related to kinesics is the ex-
amination of cultural differences in personal 
space and displays of affection discussed in the 
chapter “Culture.” Linguists pay attention not 
only to what is said but to how it is said, and to 
features besides language itself that convey mean-
ing. A speaker’s enthusiasm is conveyed not only 
through words but also through facial expres-
sions, gestures, and other signs of animation. We 
use gestures, such as a jab of the hand, for empha-
sis. We use verbal and nonverbal ways of com-

kinesics
Study of communication 
through body move-
ments and facial 
expressions.

municating our moods: enthusiasm, 
sadness, joy, regret. We vary our intona-
tion and the pitch or loudness of our 
voices. We communicate through strate-
gic pauses, and even by being silent. An 
effective communication strategy may 
be to alter pitch, voice level, and gram-
matical forms, such as declaratives (“I 
am . . .”), imperatives (“Go forth . . .”), 
and questions (“Are you . . . ?”). Culture 
teaches us that certain manners and 
styles should accompany certain kinds 
of speech. Our demeanor, verbal and 
nonverbal, when our favorite team is 
winning would be out of place at a fu-
neral, or when a somber subject is being 
discussed.

Culture always plays a role in shap-
ing the “natural.” Animals communi-
cate through odors, using scent to mark 
territories, a chemical means of commu-
nication. Among modern North Ameri-
cans, the perfume, mouthwash, and 
deodorant industries are based on the 
idea that the sense of smell plays a role 
in communication and social interac-
tion. But different cultures are more tol-
erant of “natural” odors than ours is. 
Cross-culturally, nodding does not al-
ways mean affi rmative, nor does head 

shaking from side to side always mean negative. 
Brazilians wag a fi nger to mean no. Americans 
say “uh huh” to affi rm, whereas in Madagascar a 
similar sound is made to deny. Americans point 
with their fi ngers; the people of Madagascar point 
with their lips. Patterns of “lounging around” 
vary, too. Outside, when resting, some people 
may sit or lie on the ground; others squat; others 
lean against a tree.
 Body movements communicate social differ-
ences. Lower-class Brazilians, especially women, 
offer limp handshakes to their social superiors. In 
many cultures, men have fi rmer handshakes than 
women do. In Japan, bowing is a regular part of 
social interaction, but different bows are used de-
pending on the social status of the people who are 
interacting. In Madagascar and Polynesia, people 
of lower status should not hold their heads above 
those of people of higher status. When one ap-
proaches someone older or of higher status, one 
bends one’s knees and lowers one’s head as a sign 
of respect. In Madagascar, one always does this, 
for politeness, when passing between two people. 
Although our gestures, facial expressions, and 
body stances have roots in our primate heritage, 
and can be seen in the monkeys and the apes, they 
have not escaped the cultural shaping described 
in previous chapters. Language, which is so 
highly dependent on the use of symbols, is the 
domain of communication, in which culture plays 
the strongest role.

How do American men and women differ as they communicate and interact socially? Is 

this likely to be true cross-culturally? What do you notice about the interactions pictured 

in this open-air café in Kraków, Poland?
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THE STRUCTURE 
OF LANGUAGE
The scientifi c study of a spoken language (descrip-
tive linguistics) involves several interrelated areas 
of analysis: phonology, morphology, lexicon, and 
syntax. Phonology, the study of speech sounds, 
considers which sounds are present and signifi -
cant in a given language. Morphology studies 
the forms in which sounds combine to form 
morphemes—words and their meaningful parts. 
Thus, the word cats would be analyzed as con-
taining two morphemes: cat, the name for a kind 
of animal, and -s, a morpheme indicating plural-
ity. A language’s lexicon is a dictionary contain-
ing all its morphemes and their meanings. Syntax 
refers to the arrangement and order of words in 
phrases and sentences. Syntactic questions in-
clude whether nouns usually come before or after 
verbs, or whether adjectives normally precede or 
follow the nouns they modify.

Speech Sounds
From the movies and TV, and from actually meet-
ing foreigners, we know something about foreign 
accents and mispronunciations. We know that 
someone with a marked French accent doesn’t 
pronounce r the same way an American does. But 
at least someone from France can distinguish be-
tween “craw” and “claw,” which someone from 
Japan may not be able to do. The difference be-
tween r and l makes a difference in English and in 
French, but it doesn’t in Japanese. In linguistics, 
we say that the difference between r and l is pho-
nemic in English and French but not in Japanese; 
that is, r and l are phonemes in English and French 
but not in Japanese. A phoneme is a sound con-
trast that makes a difference, that differentiates 
meaning.
 We fi nd the phonemes in a given language by 
comparing minimal pairs, words that resemble 
each other in all but one sound. The words have 
totally different meanings, but they differ in just 
one sound. The contrasting sounds are therefore 
phonemes in that language. An example in Eng-
lish is the minimal pair pit/bit. These two words 
are distinguished by a single sound contrast 
between /p/ and /b/ (we enclose phonemes in 
slashes). Thus /p/ and /b/ are phonemes in Eng-
lish. Another example is the different vowel sound 
of bit and beat (see Figure 5.1). This contrast serves 
to distinguish these two words and the two vowel 
phonemes written /I/ and /i/ in English.
 Standard (American) English (SE), the “region-
free” dialect of TV network newscasters, has 
about 35 phonemes: at least 11 vowels and 24 con-
sonants. The number of phonemes varies from 
language to language—from 15 to 60, averaging 
between 30 and 40. The number of phonemes also 
varies between dialects of a given language. In 

American English, for example, vowel phonemes 
vary noticeably from dialect to dialect. Readers 
should pronounce the words in Figure 5.1, paying 
attention to (or asking someone else) whether 
they distinguish each of the vowel sounds. Most 
Americans don’t pronounce them all.
 Phonetics is the study of speech sounds in 
general, what people actually say in various lan-
guages. Phonemics studies only the signifi cant 
sound contrasts (phonemes) of a given language. 
In English, like /r/ and /l/ (remember craw and 
claw), /b/ and /v/ are also phonemes, occurring 
in minimal pairs like bat and vat. In Spanish, how-
ever, the contrast between [b] and [v] doesn’t dis-
tinguish meaning, and they are therefore not 
phonemes (we enclose sounds that are not phone-
mic in brackets). Spanish speakers normally use 
the [b] sound to pronounce words spelled with 
either b or v.
 In any language, a given phoneme extends 
over a phonetic range. In English, the phoneme 
/p/ ignores the phonetic contrast between the 

High front (spread)
Lower high front (spread)
Mid front (spread)
Lower mid front (spread)
Low front
Central
Low back
Lower mid back (rounded)
Mid back (rounded)
Lower high back (rounded)
High back (rounded)

[i] as in beat
[I] as in bit
[e] as in bait
[  ] as in bet
[æ] as in bat
[  ] as in butt
[a] as in pot
[  ] as in bought
[o] as in boat
[   ] as in put
[u] as in boot

Ω

Ω

c

c

e

e

Tongue
front

Tongue high

Mid

Tongue low

Tongue
back

Central

i u

I

e

æ a

o

FIGURE 5.1 Vowel Phonemes 
in Standard American English.

The phonemes are shown according to height of tongue 
and tongue position at front, center, or back of mouth. 
Phonetic symbols are identifi ed by English words that 
 include them; note that most are minimal pairs. 

SOURCE: Adaptation of excerpt and Figure 2-1 from Dwight Bolinger 
and Donald A. Sears, Aspects of Language, 3rd ed. © 1981 
Heinle/Arts & Sciences, a part of Cengage Learning, Inc. Repro-
duced by permission. www.cengage.com/permissions

phonology
Study of a language’s 
phonemics and 
phonetics.

morphology
(Linguistic) study of 
 morphemes and word 
construction.

lexicon
Vocabulary; all the mor-
phemes in a language 
and their meanings.

syntax
Arrangement of words in 
phrases and sentences.

phoneme
Smallest sound contrast 
that distinguishes 
meaning.

phonetics
Study of speech 
sounds—what people 
actually say.

phonemics
Study of sound contrasts 
(phonemes) in a 
language.
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[ph] in pin and the [p] in spin. Most English speak-
ers don’t even notice that there is a phonetic dif-
ference: [ph] is aspirated, so that a puff of air 
follows the [p]; the [p] in spin is not. (To see the 
difference, light a match, hold it in front of your 
mouth, and watch the fl ame as you pronounce 
the two words.) The contrast between [ph] and [p] 
is phonemic in some languages, such as Hindi 
(spoken in India). That is, there are words whose 
meaning is distinguished only by the contrast be-
tween an aspirated and an unaspirated [p].
 Native speakers vary in their pronunciation of 
certain phonemes. This variation is important in 

the evolution of language. With no shifts in pro-
nunciation, there can be no linguistic change. The 
section on sociolinguistics below considers pho-
netic variation and its relationship to social divi-
sions and the evolution of language.

LANGUAGE, THOUGHT, 
AND CULTURE
The well-known linguist Noam Chomsky (1955) 
has argued that the human brain contains a lim-
ited set of rules for organizing language, so that 
all languages have a common structural basis. 
(Chomsky calls this set of rules universal gram-
mar.) The fact that people can learn foreign lan-
guages and that words and ideas can be translated 
from one language into another tends to support 
Chomsky’s position that all humans have similar 
linguistic abilities and thought processes. Another 
line of support comes from creole languages. Such 
languages develop from pidgins, languages that 
form in situations of acculturation, when differ-
ent societies come into contact and must devise a 
system of communication. As mentioned in the 
“Culture” chapter, pidgins based on English and 
native languages developed in the context of 
trade and colonialism in China, Papua New 
Guinea, and West Africa. Eventually, after genera-
tions of being spoken, pidgins may develop into 
creole languages. These are more mature languages, 
with developed grammatical rules and native 
speakers (that is, people who learn the language 
as their primary means of communication during 
enculturation). Creoles are spoken in several 
 Caribbean societies. Gullah, which is spoken by 
African Americans on coastal islands in South 
Carolina and Georgia, is also a creole language. 
Supporting the idea that creoles are based on uni-
versal grammar is the fact that such languages all 
share certain features. Syntactically, all use parti-
cles (e.g., will, was) to form future and past tenses 
and multiple negation to deny or negate (e.g., he 
don’t got none). Also, all form questions by chang-
ing infl ection rather than by changing word order. 
For example, “You’re going home for the holi-
days?” (with a rising tone at the end) rather than 
“Are you going home for the holidays?”

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis
Other linguists and anthropologists take a differ-
ent approach to the relation between language 
and thought. Rather than seeking universal lin-
guistic structures and processes, they believe that 
different languages produce different ways of 
thinking. This position is sometimes known as 
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis after Edward Sapir 
(1931) and his student Benjamin Lee Whorf (1956), 
its prominent early advocates. Sapir and Whorf 

Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis
Idea that different lan-
guages produce differ-
ent patterns of thought.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Language Acquisition, www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip focuses on how babies and toddlers acquire 
language, showing that language acquisition is a social 
and cultural process involving interaction with and 
learning from others. The clip hints at some universals 
in language acquisition, such as the common use of 
bilabial kin terms, for example, mama and papa, for 
primary caregivers. According to Professor Thomas 
Roeper, a linguist featured in the clip, children acquire 
the fundamental structure of their language by the age 
of two. Based on the clip, who learns lots of words 
faster, an adult or a two-year-old? Roeper draws an 
analogy between language acquisition and the growth 
of a seed sprinkled with water. How does this analogy 
address the question posed at the start of the clip: Is 
language inborn or learned?

Shown here (in 1995) is Leigh Jenkins, who was or is director of cultural pres-

ervation for the Hopi tribal council. The Hopi language would not distinguish 

between was and is in the previous sentence. For the Hopi, present and past 

are real and are expressed grammatically in the same way, while the future 

remains hypothetical and has a different grammatical expression.
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argued that the grammatical categories of differ-
ent languages lead their speakers to think about 
things in particular ways. For example, the third-
person singular pronouns of English (he, she; him, 
her; his, hers) distinguish gender, whereas those of 
the Palaung, a small tribe in Burma, do not (Burling 
1970). Gender exists in English, although a fully 
developed noun-gender and adjective-agreement 
system, as in French and other Romance lan-
guages (la belle fi lle, le beau fi ls), does not. The 
 Sapir-Whorf hypothesis therefore might suggest 
that English speakers can’t help paying more at-
tention to differences between males and females 
than do the Palaung and less than do French or 
Spanish speakers.
 English divides time into past, present, and fu-
ture. Hopi, a language of the Pueblo region of the 
Native American Southwest, does not. Rather, 
Hopi distinguishes between events that exist or 
have existed (what we use present and past to dis-
cuss) and those that don’t or don’t yet (our future 
events, along with imaginary and hypothetical 
events). Whorf argued that this difference leads 
Hopi speakers to think about time and reality in 
different ways than English speakers do. A simi-
lar example comes from Portuguese, which em-
ploys a future subjunctive verb form, introducing 
a degree of uncertainty into discussions of the fu-
ture. In English, we routinely use the future tense 
to talk about something we think will happen. We 
don’t feel the need to qualify “The sun’ll come out 
tomorrow” by adding “if it doesn’t go super-
nova.” We don’t hesitate to proclaim “I’ll see you 
next year,” even when we can’t be absolutely sure 
we will. The Portuguese future subjunctive quali-
fi es the future event, recognizing that the future 
can’t be certain. Our way of expressing the future 
as certain is so ingrained that we don’t even think 
about it, just as the Hopi don’t see the need to 
distinguish between present and past, both of 
which are real, while the future remains hypo-
thetical. It would seem, however, that language 
does not tightly restrict thought, because cultural 
changes can produce changes in thought and in 
language, as we shall see in the next section.

Focal Vocabulary
A lexicon (or vocabulary) is a language’s diction-
ary, its set of names for things, events, and ideas. 
Lexicon infl uences perception. Thus, Eskimos 
have several distinct words for different types of 
snow that in English are all called snow. Most 
English speakers never notice the differences be-
tween these types of snow and might have trouble 
seeing them even if someone pointed them out. 
Eskimos recognize and think about differences in 
snow that English speakers don’t see because our 
language provides us with just one word.
 Similarly, the Nuer of Sudan have an elaborate 
vocabulary to describe cattle. Eskimos have several 

words for snow and Nuer have dozens for cattle 
because of their particular histories, economies, 
and environments. When the need arises, English 
speakers also can elaborate their snow and cattle 
vocabularies. For example, skiers name varieties 
of snow with words that are missing from the 
lexicons of Florida retirees. Similarly, the cattle 
vocabulary of a Texas rancher is much ampler 
than that of a salesperson in a New York City de-
partment store. Such specialized sets of terms and 
distinctions that are particularly important to cer-
tain groups (those with particular foci of experi-
ence or activity) are known as focal vocabulary.
 Vocabulary is the area of language that changes 
most readily. New words and distinctions, when 
needed, appear and spread. For example, who 
would have faxed or e-mailed anything a genera-
tion ago? Names for items get simpler as they be-
come common and important. A television has 
become a TV, an automobile a car, and a digital 
video disc a DVD.
 Language, culture, and thought are interre-
lated. However, and in opposition to the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis, it might be more reasonable to 
say that changes in culture produce changes in 
language and thought than the reverse. Consider 
differences between female and male Americans 
in regard to the color terms they use (Lakoff 2004). 
Distinctions implied by such terms as salmon, rust, 
peach, beige, teal, mauve, cranberry, and dusky orange 
aren’t in the vocabularies of most American men. 
However, many of them weren’t even in Ameri-
can women’s lexicons 50 years ago. These changes 
refl ect changes in American economy, society, and 
culture. Color terms and distinctions have in-
creased with the growth of the fashion and cos-
metic industries. A similar contrast (and growth) 

focal vocabulary
Set of words describing 
particular domains (foci) 
of experience.

Olives, but what kinds? Undoubtedly the olive vendor has a more elaborate 

focal vocabulary for what he sells than you or I do.
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in Americans’ lexicons shows up in football, bas-
ketball, and hockey vocabularies. Sports fans, 
more often males than females, use more terms in 
reference to, and make more elaborate distinc-
tions between, the games they watch, such as 
hockey (see Table 5.1). Thus, cultural contrasts 
and changes affect lexical distinctions (for in-
stance, peach versus salmon) within semantic do-
mains (for instance, color terminology). Semantics
refers to a language’s meaning system.

Meaning
Speakers of particular languages use sets of terms 
to organize, or categorize, their experiences and 
perceptions. Linguistic terms and contrasts en-
code (embody) differences in meaning that people 
perceive. Ethnosemantics studies such classifi ca-
tion systems in various languages. Well-studied 
ethnosemantic domains (sets of related things, per-
ceptions, or concepts named in a language) in-
clude kinship terminology and color terminology. 
When we study such domains, we are examining 
how those people perceive and distinguish be-
tween kin relationships or colors. Other such do-
mains include ethnomedicine—the terminology 
for the causes, symptoms, and cures of disease 
(Frake 1961); ethnobotany—native classifi cation 
of plant life (Berlin, Breedlove, and Raven 1974; 
Carlson and Maffi  2004; Conklin 1954); and eth-
noastronomy (Goodenough 1953).
 The ways in which people divide up the 
world—the contrasts they perceive as meaningful 
or signifi cant—refl ect their experiences (see Bicker, 
Sillitoe, and Pottier, eds. 2004). Anthropologists 
have discovered that certain lexical domains and 
vocabulary items evolve in a determined order. 
For example, after studying color terminology in 

ethnosemantics
Study of lexical 
(vocabulary) categories 
and contrasts.

TABLE 5.1 Focal Vocabulary for Hockey

Insiders have special terms for the major elements 
of the game.

ELEMENT OF HOCKEY INSIDERS’ TERM

puck biscuit

goal/net pipes

penalty box sin bin

hockey stick twig

helmet bucket

space between a
goalie’s leg pads fi ve hole

semantics
A language’s meaning 
system.

How would a hockey 

insider use focal 

 vocabulary to de-

scribe the items 

shown in this photo 

of a Stanley Cup 

 fi nal? How would 

you describe them?
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more than 100 languages, Berlin and Kay (1991, 
1999) discovered 10 basic color terms: white, black, 
red, yellow, blue, green, brown, pink, orange, and pur-
ple (they evolved in more or less that order). The 
number of terms varied with cultural complexity. 
Representing one extreme were Papua New 
Guinea cultivators and Australian hunters and 
gatherers, who used only two basic terms, which 
translate as black and white or dark and light. At the 
other end of the continuum were European and 
Asian languages with all the color terms. Color 
terminology was most developed in areas with a 
history of using dyes and artifi cial coloring.

SOCIOLINGUISTICS
No language is a uniform system in which every-
one talks just like everyone else. Linguistic perfor-
mance (what people actually say) is the concern of 
sociolinguists. The fi eld of sociolinguistics inves-
tigates relationships between social and linguistic 
variation, or language in its social context (Eckert 
and Rickford, eds. 2001). How do different speak-
ers use a given language? How do linguistic fea-
tures correlate with social stratifi cation, including 
class, ethnic, and gender differences (Tannen 1990; 
Tannen, ed. 1993)? How is language used to 
express, reinforce, or resist power (Geis 1987; 
Thomas 1999)?
 Sociolinguists don’t deny that the people who 
speak a given language share knowledge of its ba-
sic rules. Such common knowledge is the basis of 
mutually intelligible communication. However, 
sociolinguists focus on features that vary system-
atically with social position and situation. To study 
variation, sociolinguists must do fi eld work. They 
must observe, defi ne, and measure variable use of 
language in real-world situations. To show that 
linguistic features correlate with social, economic, 
and political differences, the social attributes of 
speakers also must be measured and related to 
speech (Fasold 1990; Labov 1972a; Trudgill 2000).
 Variation within a language at a given time is 
historic change in progress. The same forces that, 
working gradually, have produced large-scale lin-
guistic change over the centuries are still at work 
today. Linguistic change doesn’t occur in a vac-
uum but in society. When new ways of speaking 
are associated with social factors, they are imi-
tated, and they spread. In this way, a language 
changes.

Linguistic Diversity
As an illustration of the linguistic variation that is 
encountered in all nations, consider the contem-
porary United States. Ethnic diversity is revealed 
by the fact that millions of Americans learn fi rst 
languages other than English. Spanish is the most 
common. Most of those people eventually become 

bilinguals, adding English as a second language. 
In many multilingual (including colonized) na-
tions, people use two languages on different occa-
sions: one in the home, for example, and the other 
on the job or in public. This chapter’s “Appreciat-
ing Diversity” focuses on India, a multilingual, 
formerly colonized, nation. Only about one tenth 
of India’s population speaks English, the colonial 
language. In “Appreciating Diversity” we see 
how even those English speakers appreciate  being 
able to read, and to fi nd Internet content in, their 
own regional languages.

F laca (Skinny), Negro (Black), Gordo (Fat), and Mono (Blond)—these 
are names that I would call some of my family members and friends. 
These are also some of the most popular nicknames in my home 

country, Colombia. Families in Colombia commonly call the darkest-
skinned sibling Negro or Negra and the one with the lightest complexion 
Mono or Mona, while favorite nicknames among couples include Gordo/a 
and Flaco/a. These nicknames usually are used among family members 
and good friends. However, sometimes, people comfortable with their 
nicknames even use them in introductions, often adding their last names 
for differentiation purposes, as in “Soy el Gordo Ramírez, no el Gordo 
Rodríguez” (I’m Fat Ramírez, not Fat Rodríguez).
 In the United States, labels based on physical attributes are considered 
politically incorrect. The use of terms such as “black,” “fat,” or “blond” is 
often considered insulting. Only under very specifi c circumstances can 
these terms be used, usually with strong restrictions regarding when, 
where, and to whom the name can be attached. Such descriptive appella-
tions are being replaced by more acceptable words such as “African 
American” or “overweight.” Of course, none of these replacements are 
appropriate as nicknames.
 The way in which Colombians and many other Latin Americans use 
physical characteristics to identify each other could be seen in the United 
States as offensive and inconsiderate. But to many Latin Americans the 
care exercised in the United States to avoid references to such physical 
attributes seems excessive and indicates ignorance of the context in which 
they are used. Colombians display a wider physical variation within fami-
lies or close social groups than do most U.S. families. It is in this context 
that these nicknames are used, usually underscoring differences within 
one’s own family or groups of friends. Because virtually every family has its 
own Negro, Gordo, or Mono, these nicknames are not likely to become 
labels for wider subgroups of society, a context in which they could be 
considered derogatory or offensive.

It’s All in the Nickname
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 Whether bilingual or not, we all vary our 
speech in different contexts; we engage in style 
shifts (see Eckert and Rickford, eds. 2001). In cer-
tain parts of Europe, people regularly switch dia-
lects. This phenomenon, known as diglossia, 
applies to “high” and “low” variants of the same 
language, for example, in German and Flemish 
(spoken in Belgium). People employ the “high” 
variant at universities and in writing, professions, 
and the mass media. They use the “low” variant 
for ordinary conversation with family members 
and friends.

style shifts
Varying one’s speech in 
different social contexts.

diglossia
Language with “high” 
(formal) and “low” (infor-
mal, familial) dialects.

 Just as social situations infl uence our speech, 
so do geographic, cultural, and socioeconomic 
differences. Many dialects coexist in the United 
States with Standard (American) English (SE). SE 
itself is a dialect that differs, say, from “BBC 
English,” which is the preferred dialect in Great 
Britain. According to the principle of linguistic 
relativity, all dialects are equally effective as sys-
tems of communication, which is language’s main 
job. Our tendency to think of particular dialects as 
cruder or more sophisticated than others is a so-
cial rather than a linguistic judgment. We rank 

Cultural, including linguistic, diversity is alive, 
well, and thriving in many countries, including 
India, as described here. Despite that nation’s 
colonial history, only about a tenth of the Indian 
population speaks English. However, even many 
of those English speakers appreciate being able 
to read, and to seek out Internet content in, their 
own regional languages. In this account we see 
how local entrepreneurs and international com-
panies such as Google, Yahoo, and Microsoft are 
rushing to meet the demand for Web content in 
local languages. This example illustrates one of 
the main lessons of applied anthropology, that 
external inputs fi t in best when they are tailored 
properly to local settings. Yet another expression 
of diversity is when Indians shift their linguistic 
styles—even languages—as they interact with 
friends, family, coworkers, and Internet sources 
in their daily lives.

Asia already has twice as many Internet users 

as North America, and by 2012 it will have 

three times as many. Already, more than half of 

the search queries on Google come from out-

side the United States.

 The globalization of the Web has inspired 

entrepreneurs like Ram Prakash Hanuman-

thappa, an engineer from outside Bangalore, 

India. Mr. Ram Prakash learned English as a 

teenager, but he still prefers to express himself 

to friends and family members in his native 

Kannada. But using Kannada on the Web in-

volves computer keyboard maps that even 

Mr. Ram Prakash fi nds challenging to learn.

 So in 2006 he developed Quillpad, an online 

service for typing in 10 South Asian languages. 

Users spell out words of local languages pho-

netically in Roman letters, and Quillpad’s pre-

dictive engine converts them into local-language 

script. Bloggers and authors rave about the 

service, which has attracted interest from the 

cellphone maker Nokia and the attention of 

Google Inc., which has since introduced its 

own transliteration tool.

 Mr. Ram Prakash said Western technology 

companies have misunderstood the linguistic 

landscape of India, where English is spoken 

profi ciently by only about a tenth of the popula-

tion and even many college-educated Indians 

prefer the contours of their native tongues for 

everyday speech. “You’ve got to give them an 

opportunity to express themselves correctly, 

rather than make a fool out of themselves and 

forcing them to use English,” he said.

 Only there is a shortage of non-English con-

tent and applications. So, American technology 

giants are spending hundreds of millions of 

dollars each year to build and develop foreign-

language Web sites and services—before local 

companies like Quillpad beat them to the 

punch and the profi ts . . .

 Nowhere are the obstacles, or the potential 

rewards, more apparent than in India, whose on-

line population . . . is poised to become the third 

largest in the world after China and the United 

States by 2012. Indians may speak one language 

to their boss, another to their spouse and a third 

to a parent. In casual speech, words can be 

drawn from a grab bag of tongues.

 In the last two years, Yahoo and Google 

have introduced more than a dozen services 

to encourage India’s Web users to search, 

blog, chat and learn in their mother tongues. 

Microsoft has built its Windows Live bundle of 

online consumer services in seven Indian lan-

guages. Facebook has enlisted hundreds of 

volunteers to translate its social networking 

site into Hindi and other regional languages, 

and Wikipedia now has more entries in Indian 

local languages than in Korean. Google’s search 

service has lagged behind the local competi-

tion in China, and that has made providing 

 locally fl avored services a priority for the com-

pany in India. Google’s initiatives in India are 

aimed at opening the country’s historically 

slow-growing personal computer market, and 

at developing expertise that Google will be 

able to apply to building services for emerging 

markets worldwide.

 “India is a microcosm of the world,” said 

Dr. Prasad Bhaarat Ram, Google India’s head of 

research and development. “Having 22 lan-

guages creates a new level of complexity in 

which you can’t take the same approach that 

D I V E R S I T Y
Googling Locally

appreciating
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certain speech patterns as better or worse because 
we recognize that they are used by groups that we 
also rank. People who say dese, dem, and dere in-
stead of these, them, and there communicate per-
fectly well with anyone who recognizes that the d 
sound systematically replaces the th sound in 
their speech. However, this form of speech has 
become an indicator of low social rank. We call it, 
like the use of ain’t, “uneducated speech.” The use 
of dem, dese, and dere is one of many phonological 
differences that Americans recognize and look 
down on.

Gender Speech Contrasts
Comparing men and women, there are differences 
in phonology, grammar, and vocabulary as well 
as in the body stances and movements that 
accompany speech (Baron 1986; Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet 2003; Lakoff 2004; Tannen 1990). 
In public contexts, Japanese women tend to adopt 
an artifi cially high voice, for the sake of polite-
ness, according to their traditional culture. In 
North America and Great Britain, women’s speech 
tends to be more similar to the standard dialect 
than men’s is. Consider the data in Table 5.2, 

you would if you had one predominant lan-

guage and applied it 22 times.”

 Global businesses are spending hundreds 

of millions of dollars a year working their way 

down a list of languages into which to translate 

their Web sites, said Donald A. DePalma, the 

chief research offi cer of Common Sense Advi-

sory, a consulting business in Lowell, Mass., 

that specializes in localizing Web sites. India—

with relatively undeveloped e-commerce and 

online advertising markets—is actually lower 

on the list than  Russia, Brazil and South Korea, 

Mr. DePalma said . . .

 English simply will not suffi ce for connect-

ing with India’s growing online market, a lesson 

already learned by Western television produc-

ers and consumer products makers . . .

 Even among the largely English-speaking 

base of around 50 million Web users in India 

today, nearly three-quarters prefer to read in a 

local language, according to a survey by Juxt-

Consult, an Indian market research company. 

Many cannot fi nd the content they are seeking. 

“There is a huge shortage of local language 

content,” said Sanjay Tiwari, the chief execu-

tive of JuxtConsult. A Microsoft initiative, Proj-

ect Bhasha, coordinates the efforts of Indian 

academics, local businesses and solo software 

developers to expand computing in regional 

languages. The project’s Web site, which counts 

thousands of registered members, refers to 

language as “one of the main contributors to 

the digital divide” in India.

 The company is also seeing growing de-

mand from Indian government agencies and 

companies creating online public services in 

local languages.

 “As many of these companies want to push 

their services into rural India or tier-two towns 

or smaller towns, then it becomes essential 

they communicate with their customers in the 

local language,” said Pradeep Parappil, a Mi-

crosoft program manager.

 “Localization is the key to success in coun-

tries like India,” said Gopal Krishna, who over-

sees consumer services at Yahoo India.

SOURCE: Daniel Sorid, “Writing the Web’s Future in 

 Numerous Languages.” From The New York Times, 

 December 31, 2008. © 2008 The New York Times. All 

rights reserved. Used by permission and protected by 

the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Mate-

rial without express written permission is prohibited. 

www.nytimes.com

Google’s Dr. Prasad Ram, based in Bangalore, India, heads a technology  division that uses 

the English language keyboard to expand in regional languages, including Hindi, Gujarati, 

Tamil, and several others.
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 gathered in Detroit. In all social classes, but par-
ticularly in the working class, men were more apt 
to use double negatives (e.g., “I don’t want none”). 
Women tend to be more careful about “unedu-
cated speech.” This trend shows up in both the 
United States and England. Men may adopt 
working-class speech because they associate it 
with masculinity. Perhaps women pay more at-
tention to the media, where standard dialects are 
employed.
 According to Robin Lakoff (2004), the use of 
 certain types of words and expressions has been 
associated with women’s traditional lesser power 
in American society (see also Coates 1986; Tannen 
1990). For example, Oh dear, Oh fudge, and Good-
ness! are less forceful than Hell and Damn. Watch 
the lips of a disgruntled athlete in a televised com-
petition, such as a football game. What’s the likeli-

hood he’s saying “Phooey on you”? Women are 
more likely to use such adjectives as adorable, charm-
ing, sweet, cute, lovely, and divine than men are.

Language and Status Position
Honorifi cs are terms used with people, often by 
being added to their names, to “honor” them. 
Such terms may convey or imply a status differ-
ence between the speaker and the person being 
referred to (“the good doctor”) or addressed 
(“Professor Dumbledore”). Although Americans 
tend to be less formal than other nationalities, 
American English still has its honorifi cs. They in-
clude such terms as Mr., Mrs., Ms., Dr., Professor, 
Dean, Senator, Reverend, Honorable, and President. 
Often these terms are attached to names, as in 
“Dr. Wilson,” “President Obama,” and “Senator 
McCain,” but some of them can be used to address 
someone without using his or her name, such as 
“Dr.,” “Mr. President,” “Senator,” and “Miss.” The 
British have a more developed set of honorifi cs, 
corresponding to status distinctions based in class, 
nobility (e.g., Lord and Lady Trumble), and special 
recognition (e.g., knighthood—”Sir Elton” or 
“Dame Maggie”).
 The Japanese language has several honorifi cs, 
some of which convey more respect than others 
do. The suffi x -sama (added to a name), showing 
great respect, is used to address someone of higher 
social status, such as a lord or a respected teacher. 
Women can use it to demonstrate love or respect 
for their husbands. The most common Japanese 
honorifi c, -san, attached to the last name, is re-
spectful, but less formal than “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” or 
“Ms.” in American English. Attached to a fi rst 
name, -san denotes more familiarity. The honor-
ifi c -dono shows more respect and is intermediate 
between -san and -sama.
 Other Japanese honorifi cs don’t necessarily 
honor the person being addressed. The term -kun, 
for example, conveys familiarity when address-
ing friends, like using -san attached to the fi rst 
name. The term -kun is used also with younger or 
lower-ranking people. A boss might use -kun 
with employees, especially females. Here the 
honorifi c works in reverse; the speaker uses the 
term (somewhat like “boy” or “girl” in English) 

honorifi cs
Terms of respect; used 
to honor people.

Certain dialects are stigmatized, not because of actual linguistic defi ciencies, 

but because of a symbolic association between a certain way of talking and 

low social status. In this scene from My Fair Lady, Professor Henry Higgins 

(Rex Harrison) encounters Eliza Doolittle (Audrey Hepburn), a Cockney fl ower 

girl. Higgins will teach Doolittle how to speak like an English aristocrat.

TABLE 5.2 Multiple Negation (“I don’t want none”) 
According to Gender and Class (in Percentages)

SOURCE: Peter Trudgill, Sociolinguistics: An Introduction to Language and Society, 4th ed. (London: Penguin Books, 1974, revised editions 
1983, 1995, 2000), p. 70. Copyright © Peter Trudgill, 1974, 1983, 1995, 2000. Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd.

 UPPER MIDDLE CLASS LOWER MIDDLE CLASS UPPER WORKING CLASS LOWER WORKING CLASS

Male 6.3 32.4 40.0 90.1

Female 0.0 1.4 35.6 58.9
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to address someone he or she perceives as having 
lower status. Japanese speakers use the very 
friendly and familiar term -chan with someone of 
the same age or younger, including close friends, 
siblings, and children (Free Dictionary 2004; Love-
day 1986, 2001).
 Kin terms also can be associated with grada-
tions in rank and familiarity. Dad is a more famil-
iar, less formal kin term than Father, but it still 
shows more respect than would using the fa-
ther’s fi rst name. Outranking their children, par-
ents routinely use their kids’ fi rst names, 
nicknames, or baby names, rather than address-
ing them as “son” and “daughter.” American 
English terms like bro, man, dude, and girl (in 
some contexts) seem similar to the informal/
familiar honorifi cs in Japanese. Southerners up to 
(and sometimes long past) a certain age routinely 
use “ma’am” and “sir” for older or higher-status 
women and men.

Stratifi cation
We use and evaluate speech in the context of ex-
tralinguistic forces—social, political, and eco-
nomic. Mainstream Americans evaluate the 
speech of low-status groups negatively, calling it 
“uneducated.” This is not because these ways of 
speaking are bad in themselves but because they 
have come to symbolize low status. Consider 
variation in the pronunciation of r. In some parts 
of the United States, r is regularly pronounced, 
and in other (rless) areas, it is not. Originally, 
American rless speech was modeled on the fash-
ionable speech of England. Because of its prestige, 
rlessness was adopted in many areas and contin-
ues as the norm around Boston and in the South.
 New Yorkers sought prestige by dropping their 
r’s in the 19th century, after having pronounced 
them in the 18th. However, contemporary New 
Yorkers are going back to the 18th-century pat-
tern of pronouncing r’s. What matters, and what 
governs linguistic change, is not the reverberation 
of a strong midwestern r but social evaluation, 
whether r’s happen to be “in” or “out.”
 Studies of r pronunciation in New York City 
have clarifi ed the mechanisms of phonological 
change. William Labov (1972b) focused on whether 
r was pronounced after vowels in such words as 
car, fl oor, card, and fourth. To get data on how this 
linguistic variation correlated with social class, he 
used a series of rapid encounters with employees 
in three New York City department stores, each of 
whose prices and locations attracted a different 
socioeconomic group. Saks Fifth Avenue (68 en-
counters) catered to the upper middle class, 
Macy’s (125) attracted middle-class shoppers, and 
S. Klein’s (71) had predominantly lower-middle-
class and working-class customers. The class ori-
gins of store personnel tended to refl ect those of 
their customers.

 Having already determined that a certain de-
partment was on the fourth fl oor, Labov ap-
proached ground-fl oor salespeople and asked 
where that department was. After the salesperson 
had answered, “Fourth fl oor,” Labov repeated his 
“Where?” in order to get a second response. The 
second reply was more formal and emphatic, the 
salesperson presumably thinking that Labov 
hadn’t heard or understood the fi rst answer. For 
each salesperson, therefore, Labov had two sam-
ples of /r/ pronunciation in two words.
 Labov calculated the percentages of workers 
who pronounced /r/ at least once during the in-
terview. These were 62 percent at Saks, 51 percent 
at Macy’s, but only 20 percent at S. Klein’s. He also 
found that personnel on upper fl oors, where he 
asked “What fl oor is this?” (and where more ex-
pensive items were sold), pronounced /r/ more 
often than ground-fl oor salespeople did.
 In Labov’s study, summarized in Table 5.3, /r/ 
pronunciation was clearly associated with pres-
tige. Certainly the job interviewers who had hired 
the salespeople never counted r’s before  offering 

“Proper language” is a strategic resource, correlated with wealth, pres-

tige, and power. How is linguistic (and social) stratifi cation illustrated in 

the photo above, including the handwritten comments below it?
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employment. However, they did use speech evalu-
ations to make judgments about how effective cer-
tain people would be in selling particular kinds of 
merchandise. In other words, they practiced socio-
linguistic discrimination, using linguistic features 
in deciding who got certain jobs.
 Our speech habits help determine our access to 
employment and other material resources. Because 
of this, “proper language” itself becomes a strate-
gic resource—and a path to wealth, prestige, and 
power (Gal 1989; Thomas and Wareing, eds. 2004). 
Illustrating this, many ethnographers have de-
scribed the importance of verbal skill and oratory 
in politics (Beeman 1986; Bloch, ed. 1975; Brenneis 
1988; Geis 1987). Ronald Reagan, known as a “great 
communicator,” dominated American society in 
the 1980s as a two-term president. Another twice-
elected president, Bill Clinton, despite his southern 
accent, was known for his verbal skills in certain 
contexts (e.g., televised debates and town-hall 
meetings). Communications fl aws may have 
helped doom the presidencies of Gerald Ford, 
Jimmy Carter, and George Bush (the elder). How 
do you evaluate the linguistic skills of the current 
president or prime minister of your country?
 The French anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu 
views linguistic practices as symbolic capital that 
properly trained people may convert into eco-
nomic and social capital. The value of a dialect—
its standing in a “linguistic market”—depends on 
the extent to which it provides access to desired 
positions in the labor market. In turn, this refl ects 
its legitimation by formal institutions: educational 
institutions, state, church, and prestige media. 
Even people who don’t use the prestige dialect ac-
cept its authority and correctness, its “symbolic 
domination” (Bourdieu 1982, 1984). Thus, linguis-
tic forms, which lack power in themselves, take on 
the power of the groups they symbolize. The edu-
cation system, however (defending its own worth), 
denies linguistic relativity, misrepresenting pres-
tige speech as being inherently better. The linguis-
tic insecurity often felt by lower-class and minority 
speakers is a result of this symbolic domination.

Black English Vernacular (BEV)
No one pays much attention when someone says 
“runt” instead of “rent.” But some nonstandard 

speech carries more of a stigma. Sometimes stig-
matized speech is linked to region, class, or edu-
cational background; sometimes it is associated 
with ethnicity or “race.”
 The sociolinguist William Labov and several 
associates, both white and black, have conducted 
detailed studies of what they call Black English 
Vernacular (BEV). (Vernacular means ordinary, 
casual speech.) BEV is the “relatively uniform di-
alect spoken by the majority of black youth in 
most parts of the United States today, especially 
in the inner city areas of New York, Boston, 
Detroit, Philadelphia, Washington, Cleveland, . . . 
and other urban centers. It is also spoken in most 
rural areas and used in the casual, intimate speech 
of many adults” (Labov 1972a, p. xiii). This does 
not imply that all, or even most, African Ameri-
cans speak BEV.
 BEV isn’t an ungrammatical hodgepodge. 
Rather, BEV is a complex linguistic system with 
its own rules, which linguists have described. The 
phonology and syntax of BEV are similar to those 
of southern dialects. This refl ects generations of 
contact between southern whites and blacks, with 
mutual infl uence on each other’s speech patterns. 
Many features that distinguish BEV from SE 
(Standard English) also show up in southern 
white speech, but less frequently than in BEV.
 Linguists disagree about exactly how BEV 
originated (Rickford 1997). Smitherman (1986) 
calls it an Africanized form of English refl ecting 
both an African heritage and the conditions of 
servitude, oppression, and life in America. She 
notes certain structural similarities between West 
African languages and BEV. African linguistic 
backgrounds no doubt infl uenced how early Afri-
can Americans learned English. Did they restruc-
ture English to fi t African linguistic patterns? Or 
did they quickly learn English from whites, with 
little continuing infl uence from the African lin-
guistic heritage? Or, possibly, in acquiring Eng-
lish, did African slaves fuse English with African 
languages to make a pidgin or creole, which infl u-
enced the subsequent development of BEV? Cre-
ole speech may have been brought to the American 
colonies by the many slaves who were imported 
from the Caribbean during the 17th and 18th cen-
turies. Some slaves may even have learned, while 
still in Africa, the pidgins or creoles spoken in 
West African trading forts (Rickford 1997).
 Origins aside, there are phonological and 
grammatical differences between BEV and SE. 
One phonological difference between BEV and SE 
is that BEV speakers are less likely to pronounce r 
than SE speakers are. Actually, many SE speakers 
don’t pronounce r’s that come right before a con-
sonant (card) or at the end of a word (car). But SE 
speakers do usually pronounce an r that comes 
right before a vowel, either at the end of a word 
(four o’clock) or within a word (Carol). BEV 
speakers, by contrast, are much more likely to 

Black English 
Vernacular (BEV)
Rule-governed dialect 
spoken by some African 
Americans.

TABLE 5.3 Pronunciation of r in New York 
City Department Stores

 NUMBER OF % r 
STORE ENCOUNTERS PRONUNCIATION

Saks Fifth Avenue 68 62

Macy’s 125 51

S. Klein’s 71 20
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omit such intervocalic (between vowels) r’s. The 
result is that speakers of the two dialects have dif-
ferent homonyms (words that sound the same but 
have different meanings). BEV speakers who 
don’t pronounce intervocalic r’s have the follow-
ing homonyms: Carol/Cal; Paris/pass.
 Observing different phonological rules, BEV 
speakers pronounce certain words differently than 
SE speakers do. Particularly in the elementary 
school context, the homonyms of BEV-speaking 
students typically differ from those of their SE-
speaking teachers. To evaluate reading accuracy, 
teachers should determine whether students are 
recognizing the different meanings of such BEV 
homonyms as passed, past, and pass. Teachers need 
to make sure students understand what they are 
reading, which is probably more important than 
whether they are pronouncing words correctly ac-
cording to the SE norm.
 The phonological contrasts between BEV and 
SE speakers often have grammatical consequences. 
One of these is copula deletion, which means the ab-
sence of SE forms of the copula—the verb to be. For 
example, SE and BEV may contrast as follows:

 In its deletion of the present tense of the verb to 
be, BEV is similar to many languages, including 
Russian, Hungarian, and Hebrew. BEV’s copula 
deletion is simply a grammatical result of its pho-
nological rules. Notice that BEV deletes the cop-
ula where SE has contractions. BEV’s phonological 
rules dictate that r’s (as in you’re, we’re, and they’re) 
and word-fi nal s’s (as in he’s) be dropped. How-
ever, BEV speakers do pronounce m, so that the 
BEV fi rst-person singular is “I’m tired,” just as in 
SE. Thus, when BEV omits the copula, it merely 
carries contraction one step further, as a result of 
its phonological rules.
 Also, phonological rules may lead BEV speak-
ers to omit -ed as a past-tense marker and -s as a 

SE SE CONTRACTION BEV

you are tired you’re tired you tired

he is tired he’s tired he tired

we are tired we’re tired we tired

they are tired they’re tired they tired

Rap and hip-hop 

weave BEV into mu-

sical expression. 

Shown here, Nipsey 

Hussle, Snoop Dogg, 

Soulja Boy, The 

Dream, and Dor-

rough perform at the 

annual BET Hip Hop 

Awards ceremony in 

Atlanta, Georgia, on 

October 10, 2009.
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marker of plurality. However, other speech con-
texts demonstrate that BEV speakers do under-
stand the difference between past and present 
verbs, and between singular and plural nouns. 
Confi rming this are irregular verbs (e.g., tell, told) 
and irregular plurals (e.g., child, children), in which 
BEV works the same as SE.
 SE is not superior to BEV as a linguistic system, 
but it does happen to be the prestige dialect—the 
one used in the mass media, in writing, and in 
most public and professional contexts. SE is the 
dialect that has the most “symbolic capital.” In 
areas of Germany where there is diglossia, speak-
ers of Plattdeusch (Low German) learn the High 
German dialect to communicate appropriately in 
the national context. Similarly, upwardly mobile 
BEV-speaking students learn SE.

HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS
Sociolinguists study contemporary variation in 
speech—language change in progress. Historical 
linguistics deals with longer-term change. His-
torical linguists can reconstruct many features of 
past languages by studying contemporary daugh-
ter languages. These are languages that descend 
from the same parent language and that have 
been changing separately for hundreds or even 
thousands of years. We call the original language 
from which they diverge the protolanguage. Ro-
mance languages such as French and Spanish, for 
example, are daughter languages of Latin, their 
common protolanguage. German, English, Dutch, 

historical linguistics
Study of languages over 
time.

daughter languages
Languages sharing a 
common parent lan-
guage, e.g., Latin.

and the Scandinavian languages are daughter 
languages of proto-Germanic. Latin and proto-
Germanic were both Indo-European languages. 
Historical linguists classify languages according 
to their degree of relationship (see Figure 5.2).
 Language changes over time. It evolves—varies, 
spreads, divides into subgroups (languages 
within a taxonomy of related languages that are 
most closely related). Dialects of a single parent 
language become distinct daughter languages, es-
pecially if they are isolated from one another. 
Some of them split, and new “granddaughter” 
languages develop. If people remain in the ances-
tral homeland, their speech patterns also change. 
The evolving speech in the ancestral homeland 
should be considered a daughter language like 
the others.
 A close relationship between languages does 
not necessarily mean that their speakers are 
closely related biologically or culturally, because 
people can adopt new languages. In the equato-
rial forests of Africa, “pygmy” hunters have dis-
carded their ancestral languages and now speak 
those of the cultivators who have migrated to the 
area. Immigrants to the United States and Canada 
spoke many different languages on arrival, but 
their descendants now speak fl uent English.
 Knowledge of linguistic relationships is often 
valuable to anthropologists interested in history, 
particularly events during the past 5,000 years. 
Cultural features may (or may not) correlate with 
the distribution of language families. Groups that 
speak related languages may (or may not) be more 
culturally similar to each other than they are to 
groups whose speech derives from different lin-
guistic ancestors. Of course, cultural similarities 
aren’t limited to speakers of related languages. 
Even groups whose members speak unrelated lan-
guages have contact through trade, intermarriage, 
and warfare. Ideas and inventions diffuse widely 
among human groups. Many items of vocabulary 
in contemporary English come from French. Even 
without written documentation of France’s infl u-
ence after the Norman Conquest of England in 
1066, linguistic evidence in contemporary English 
would reveal a long period of important fi rsthand 
contact with France. Similarly, linguistic evidence 
may confi rm cultural contact and borrowing when 
written history is lacking. By considering which 
words have been borrowed, we also can make in-
ferences about the nature of the contact.

Language Loss
One aspect of linguistic history is language loss. 
When languages disappear, cultural  diversity is re-
duced as well. According to linguist K. David 
 Harrison, “When we lose a language, we lose cen-
turies of thinking about time, seasons, sea creatures, 
reindeer, edible fl owers, mathematics, landscapes, 
myths, music, the unknown and the everyday” 

subgroups
(Linguistic) closely 
 related languages.

The Book of Kells, an 

illustrated manu-

script, was created 

at Kells, an ancient 

Irish monastery. 

Shown here is the 

 title page of the 

book, which now 

 resides in the Trinity 

College library in 

Dublin, Ireland. 

Such documents 

provide historical 

linguists with 

 information on how 

languages change.

protolanguage
Language ancestral 
to several daughter 
languages.
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(quoted in Maugh 2007). Harrison’s recent book, 
When Languages Die (2007), notes that an indige-
nous language goes extinct every two weeks, as its 
last speakers die. The world’s linguistic diversity 
has been cut in half (measured by number of dis-
tinct languages) in the past 500 years, and half of 
the remaining languages are predicted to disap-
pear during this century. Colonial languages (e.g., 
English, Spanish, Portuguese, French, Dutch, Rus-
sian) have expanded at the expense of indigenous 
ones. Of approximately 7,000 remaining languages, 
about 20 percent are endangered, compared with 
18 percent of mammals, 8 percent of plants, and 
5 percent of birds (Maugh 2007).
 Harrison, who teaches at Swarthmore College, 
is director of research for the Living Tongues Insti-
tute for Endangered Languages (http://www.

livingtongues.org), which works to main-
tain, preserve, and revitalize endangered 
languages through multimedia docu-
mentation projects. Researchers from the 
institute use digital audio and video 
equipment to record the last speakers 
of the most endangered languages. Na-
tional Geographic’s Enduring Voices Proj-
ect (http://languagehotspots.org) strives 
to preserve endangered languages by iden-
tifying the geographic areas with unique, 
poorly understood, or threatened languages and 
by documenting those languages and cultures.
 The website shows various language hot spots 
where the endangerment rate ranges from low to 
severe. The rate is high in an area encompassing 
Oklahoma, Texas, and New Mexico, where 40 

Map 11 plots the 
distribution of the 
world’s major 
language families, 
including Indo-
European, whose 
languages are spoken 
now in areas far from 
its geographic origin.

anthropology ATLAS

FIGURE 5.2 PIE Family Tree.

This is a family tree of the Indo-European languages. All can be traced back to a protolanguage, Proto-Indo-European 
(PIE), spoken more than 6,000 years ago. PIE split into dialects that eventually evolved into separate languages, which, in 
turn, evolved into languages such as Latin and proto-Germanic, which are ancestral to dozens of modern daughter 
languages.
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Although some see modern technology as a 
threat to cultural diversity, others see a role for 
this technology in allowing social groups to ex-
press themselves. The anthropologist H. Russell 
Bernard has been a pioneer in teaching speakers 
of endangered languages how to write their lan-
guage using a computer. Bernard’s work permits 
the preservation of languages and cultural 
memories. Native peoples from Mexico to 
Cameroon are using their mother tongue to ex-
press themselves as individuals and to provide 
insiders’ accounts of different cultures.

Jesús Salinas Pedraza, a rural schoolteacher in 

the Mexican state of Hidalgo, sat down to a 

word processor a few years back and pro-

duced a monumental book, a 250,000-word 

description of his own Indian culture written in 

the Nähñu language. Nothing seems to be left 

out: folktales and traditional religious beliefs, 

the practical uses of plants and minerals and 

the daily fl ow of life in fi eld and village . . .

 Mr. Salinas is neither a professional anthro-

pologist nor a literary stylist. He is, though, the 

fi rst person to write a book in Nähñu (NYAW-

hnyu), the native tongue of several hundred 

thousand Indians but a previously unwritten 

language.

 Such a use of microcomputers and desktop 

publishing for languages with no literary tradi-

tion is now being encouraged by anthropolo-

gists for recording ethnographies from an 

insider’s perspective. They see this as a means 

of preserving cultural diversity and a wealth of 

human knowledge. With even greater urgency, 

linguists are promoting the techniques as a 

way of saving some of the world’s languages 

from imminent extinction.

 Half of the world’s 6,000 languages are 

considered by linguists to be endangered. 

These are the languages spoken by small soci-

eties that are dwindling with the encroach-

ment of larger, more dynamic cultures. Young 

people feel economic pressure to learn only 

the language of the dominant culture, and as 

the older people die, the non-written language 

vanishes, unlike languages with a history of 

writing, like Latin.

 Dr. H. Russell Bernard, the anthropologist at 

the University of Florida at Gainesville who 

taught Mr. Salinas to read and write his native 

language, said: “Languages have always come 

and gone . . . But languages seem to be disap-

pearing faster than ever before.” . . .

 Dr. Michael E. Krauss, the director of the 

Alaska Native Language Center at the Univer-

sity of Alaska in Fairbanks, estimates that 300 

of the 900 indigenous languages in the Ameri-

cas are moribund. That is, they are no longer 

being spoken by children, and so could disap-

pear in a generation or two. Only two of the 20 

native languages in Alaska are still being 

learned by children . . .

 In an effort to preserve language diversity 

in Mexico, Dr. Bernard and Mr. Salinas decided 

in 1987 on a plan to teach the Indian people to 

read and write their own language using mi-

crocomputers. They established a native liter-

acy center in Oaxaca, Mexico, where others 

could follow in the footsteps of Mr. Salinas and 

write books in other Indian languages.

 The Oaxaca center goes beyond most bilin-

gual education programs, which concentrate 

on teaching people to speak and read their na-

tive languages. Instead, it operates on the 

premise that, as Dr. Bernard decided, what 

most native languages lack is native authors 

who write books in their own languages . . .

 The Oaxaca project’s infl uence is spread-

ing. Impressed by the work of Mr. Salinas and 

others, Dr. Norman Whitten, an anthropologist 

at the University of Illinois, arranged for school-

teachers from Ecuador to visit Oaxaca and 

learn the techniques.

 Now Ecuadorian Indians have begun writ-

ing about their cultures in the Quechua and 

Shwara languages. Others from Bolivia and 

Peru are learning to use the computers to write 

their languages, including Quechua, the tongue 

of the ancient Incas, still spoken by about 

12 million Andean Indians . . .

 Dr. Bernard emphasized that these native 

literacy programs are not intended to discour-

age people from learning the dominant lan-

guage of their country as well. “I see nothing 

useful or charming about remaining monolin-

gual in any Indian language if that results in be-

ing shut out of the national economy,” he said.

SOURCE: John Noble Wilford, “In a Publishing Coup, 

Books in ‘Unwritten’ Languages.” From The New York 

Times, December 31, 1991. © 1991 The New York 

Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission and 

protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. 

The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmis-

sion of the Material without express written permis-

sion is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Using Modern Technology to Preserve 
Linguistic and Cultural Diversity
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 Native American languages are at risk. The top 
hot spot is northern Australia, where 153 Aborigi-
nal languages are endangered (Maugh 2007). 
Other hot spots are in central South America, the 
Pacifi c Northwest of North America, and eastern 
Siberia. In all these areas indigenous tongues have 
yielded, either voluntarily or through coercion, to 
a colonial language. This chapter’s “Appreciating 

Anthropology” discusses 
how anthropologists are 
teaching speakers of en-
dangered languages to 
preserve them by 
writing their own 
creative works using 
computers. 

1.  Wild primates use call systems to communicate. 
Environmental stimuli trigger calls, which can-
not be combined when multiple stimuli are pres-
ent. Contrasts between language and call systems 
include displacement, productivity, and cultural 
transmission. Over time, our ancestral call sys-
tems grew too complex for genetic transmission, 
and hominid communication began to rely on 
learning. Humans still use nonverbal communi-
cation, such as facial expressions, gestures, and 
body stances and movements. But language is 
the main system humans use to communicate. 
Chimps and gorillas can understand and manip-
ulate nonverbal symbols based on language.

2.  No language uses all the sounds the human vocal 
tract can make. Phonology—the study of speech 
sounds—focuses on sound contrasts (phonemes) 
that distinguish meaning. The grammars and lex-
icons of particular languages can lead their speak-
ers to perceive and think in certain ways. Studies 
of domains such as kinship, color terminologies, 
and pronouns show that speakers of different lan-
guages categorize their experiences differently.

3.  Linguistic anthropologists share anthropology’s 
general interest in diversity in time and space. So-
ciolinguistics investigates relationships between 
social and linguistic variation by focusing on the 
actual use of language. Only when features of 
speech acquire social meaning are they imitated. If 

they are valued, they will spread. People vary their 
speech, shifting styles, dialects, and languages. As 
linguistic systems, all languages and dialects are 
equally complex, rule-governed, and effective for 
communication. However, speech is used, is evalu-
ated, and changes in the context of political, eco-
nomic, and social forces. Often the linguistic traits 
of a low-status group are negatively evaluated. 
This devaluation is not because of linguistic fea-
tures per se. Rather, it refl ects the association of 
such features with low social status. One dialect, 
supported by the dominant institutions of the state, 
exercises symbolic domination over the others.

4.  Historical linguistics is useful for anthropologists 
interested in historic relationships among popu-
lations. Cultural similarities and differences often 
correlate with linguistic ones. Linguistic clues can 
suggest past contacts between cultures. Related 
languages—members of the same language 
family—descend from an original protolanguage. 
Relationships between languages don’t necessar-
ily mean that there are biological ties between 
their speakers, because people can learn new 
languages.

5.  One aspect of linguistic history is language loss. 
The world’s linguistic diversity has been cut in 
half in the past 500 years, and half of the remain-
ing 7,000 languages are predicted to disappear 
during this century.
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Test 
Yourself!

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Research on communication skills of nonhuman 
primates reveals that 
a. they, too, possess a universal grammar.
b. they can’t combine the calls for food and 

danger into a single utterance.
c. female nonhuman primates are more sensi-

tive to different shades of green than their 
male counterparts are.

d. they can construct elaborate call systems, 
often indicating several messages 
simultaneously.

e. Australopithecines also communicated 
using call systems.

 2. When Washoe and Lucy tried to teach sign 
 language to other chimpanzees, this was an 
example of
a. displacement.
b. call systems.
c. productivity.
d. cultural transmission.
e. estrus.

 3. Recent research on the origin of language 
 suggests that
a. the capacity to remember and combine lin-

guistic symbols is latent in all mammals.
b. a mutation in humans (which happened 

150,000 years ago) may have conferred se-
lective advantages (linguistic and cultural 
abilities).

c. fi ne tongue and lip movements that are 
necessary for clear speech are passed on 
through enculturation.

d. it was a sudden event that made tool 
making among Homo possible.

e. call systems evolved into complex 
languages 50,000 years ago.

 4. What is the study of communication through 
body movements, stances, gestures, and facial 
expressions?
a. ethnosemantics
b. kinesics
c. biosemantics
d. protolinguistics
e. diglossia

 5. The scientifi c study of a spoken language in-
volves several interrelated areas of analysis. 
Which area refers to all of a language’s mor-
phemes and their meanings?
a. syntax
b. ethnosemantics
c. ethnoscience
d. phonology
e. lexicon

 6. What does the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis state?
a. The degree of cultural complexity is associ-

ated with the effectiveness of languages as 
systems of communication.

b. The Hopi do not use three verb tenses; they 
have no concept of time.

c. Different languages produce different ways 
of thinking.

d. Culture and language are transmitted 
independently. 

e. Dialect variation is the result of toilet-
training practices.

 7. Studies on the differences between female and 
male Americans in regard to the color terms 
they use suggest that
a. in opposition to the Sapir-Whorf hypothe-

sis, it might be more reasonable to say that 
changes in culture produce changes in lan-
guage and thought rather than the reverse.

b. changes in American economy, society, and 
culture have had no impact on the use of 
color terms, or any terms, for that matter.

c. in support of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, 
different languages produce different ways 
of thinking.

d. women and men are equally sensitive to 
marketing tactics of the cosmetic industry. 

e. women spend more money on status 
goods than men do.

 8. Which of the following statements about 
sociolinguists is not true?
a. They are concerned more with perfor-

mance than with competence.
b. They look at society and at language.
c. They are concerned with linguistic change.
d. They focus on surface structure.
e. They investigate the diffusion of genes 

between populations.

 9. Honorifi cs are terms used with people, often 
being added to their names, to “honor” them. 
Why would sociolinguists be interested in 
studying the use of honorifi cs?
a. They enable sociolinguists to study lan-

guage and culture outside of its context 
because the same honorifi cs are used ev-
erywhere and they mean the same thing.

b. Since honorifi cs always honor the person 
they are addressed to, sociolinguists can 
study the positive side of language and 
culture.

c. They may convey or imply a status differ-
ence between the speaker and the person 
being referred to or addressed.

d. They provide data about how different 
 languages are related to one another, which 
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is what sociolinguists are primarily 
 interested in.

e. There is no reason for contemporary socio-
linguists to be interested in honorifi cs be-
cause people don’t use these terms 
anymore.

10. Which of the following statements about Black 
English Vernacular (BEV) is not true?

a. BEV lacks the required linguistic depth to 
fully express thoughts.

b. Many aspects of BEV are also present in 
southern white speech.

c. BEV is not inferior to SE.
d. Linguists view BEV as a dialect of SE, not a 

different language.
e. BEV is not an ungrammatical collection of 

SE expressions.

FILL IN THE BLANK

1.  refers to the ability to create new expressions by combining other expressions, while  is 
the ability to describe things and events that are not present.

2. Variation in speech due to different contexts or situations is known as .

3.  refers to the existence of “high” and “low” dialects within a single language.

4. In a stratifi ed society, even people who do not speak the prestige dialect tend to accept it as “standard” or 
superior. In Pierre Bourdieu’s term, this is an instance of .

5. The world’s linguistic diversity has been cut in half in the past  years, and half of the remaining 
 languages are predicted to disappear during this century.
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York: Wiley. Readable account of the history 
and social meaning of BEV.
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2003 Language and Gender. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. The sociolinguistics of male 
and female speech.
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2004 Language and Woman’s Place, rev. ed. 
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American English.

Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

Multiple Choice: 1. (B); 2. (D); 3. (B); 4. (B); 5. (E); 6. (C); 7. (A); 8. (E); 9. (C); 10. (A); Fill in the Blank: 1. Productivity, displacement; 
2. style shifting; 3. Diglossia; 4. symbolic domination; 5. 500, 7,000

CRITICAL THINKING

1. Do you agree with the principle of linguistic relativity? If not, why not? What dialects and languages do 
you speak? Do you tend to use different dialects, languages, or speech styles in different contexts? Why?

2. Culture always plays a role in shaping what we understand as “natural.” What does this mean? Provide 
three examples of the relevance of this fact in the context of human language and communication.

3. Consider how changing technologies are altering the ways you communicate with family, friends, and 
even strangers. Suppose your best friend decides to study sociolinguistics in graduate school. What ideas 
about the relationship between changing technologies, language, and social relations could you suggest 
to her as worth studying?

4. List some stereotypes about how different people speak. Are those real differences, or just stereotypes? 
Are the stereotypes positive or negative? Why do you think those stereotypes exist?

5. What is language loss? Why are some researchers and communities worldwide so concerned by this 
growing phenomenon?
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This street scene in Birming-

ham, England shows Asian 

and Afro-Caribbean women 

in the Lozells neighborhood, a 

site of unrest between these 

two ethnic groups. What na-

tional and ethnic identities 

might these women claim?

Why have 

anthropologists 

rejected the race 

concept?

How are ethnicity 

and race socially 

constructed in 

various societies?

What are the 

positive and 

negative aspects 

of ethnicity?
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might declare: “I’m Jimmy’s father.” “I’m your 

boss.” “I’m African American.” “I’m your pro-

fessor.” In face-to-face encounters, other 

people see who we are—actually, who they 

perceive us to be. They may expect us to think 

and act in certain (stereotypical) ways based 

on their perception of our identity (e.g., Latina 

woman, older white male golfer). Although 

we can’t know which aspect of identity they’ll 

focus on (e.g., ethnicity, gender, age, or politi-

cal affi liation), face-to-face it’s hard to be 

anonymous or to be someone else entirely. 

That’s what masks, costumes, disguises, and 

hiding are for. Who’s that little man behind 

the curtain?

 Unlike our early ancestors, people today 

don’t just interact face-to-face. We routinely 

give our money and our trust to individuals 

and institutions we’ve never laid eyes on. We 

phone, write, and—more than ever—use the 

Internet, where we must choose which as-

pects of ourselves to reveal. The Internet al-

lows myriad forms of cybersocial interaction, 

and people can create new personas by using 

different “handles,” including fi ctitious names 

and identities. In anonymous regions of cyber-

space, people can manipulate (“lie about”) 

their ages, genders, and physical attributes 

and create their own cyberfantasies. In psy-

chology, multiple personalities are abnormal, 

but for anthropologists, multiple identities are 

more and more the norm.

W hen asked “who are you?” what 

fi rst comes to mind? Think of 

the last person you met, or the 

person sitting nearest you. 

What labels pop into your head to describe 

that person? What kinds of identity cues and 

clues do people use to fi gure out the kinds of 

people they are dealing with, and how to act 

in various social situations? Part of human 

adaptive fl exibility is our ability to shift self-

presentation in response to context. Italians, 

for example, maintain separate sets of clothing 

to be worn inside and outside the home. They 

invest much more in their outside wardrobe 

(thus supporting a vibrant Italian fashion 

industry)—and what it says about their public 

persona—than in indoor garb, which is for 

family and intimates to see. Identities and be-

havior change with context. “I may be a Nean-

dertal at the offi ce, but I’m all Homo sapiens at 

home.” Many of the social statuses we occupy, 

the “hats” we wear, depend on the situation. 

People can be both black and Hispanic, or both 

a father and a ballplayer. One identity is claimed 

or perceived in certain settings, another in dif-

ferent ones. Among African Americans a “His-

panic” baseball player might be black; among 

Hispanics, Hispanic.

 When our claimed or perceived identity 

varies depending on the context, this is called 

the situational negotiation of social identity.

Depending on the situation, the same man 

Ethnicity is based on cultural similarities 
and differences in a society or nation. The 
similarities are with members of the same 
ethnic group; the differences are between 
that group and others. Ethnic groups must 

deal with other such groups in the nation 
or region they inhabit, so that interethnic 
relations are important in the study of that 
nation or region. (Table 6.1 lists American 
ethnic groups, based on 2007 fi gures.)
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ETHNIC GROUPS 
AND ETHNICITY
As with any culture, members of an ethnic group 
share certain beliefs, values, habits, customs, and 
norms because of their common background. 
They defi ne themselves as different and special 
because of cultural features. This distinction may 
arise from language, religion, historical experi-
ence, geographic placement, kinship, or “race” 
(see Spickard, ed. 2004). Markers of an ethnic 
group may include a collective name, belief in 
common descent, a sense of solidarity, and an as-
sociation with a specifi c territory, which the group 
may or may not hold (Ryan 1990, pp. xiii, xiv).
 According to Fredrik Barth (1969), ethnicity 
can be said to exist when people claim a certain 
ethnic identity for themselves and are defi ned by 
others as having that identity. Ethnicity means 
identifi cation with, and feeling part of, an ethnic 
group and exclusion from certain other groups 
because of this affi liation. But issues of ethnicity 
can be complex. Ethnic feelings and associated 
behavior vary in intensity within ethnic groups 
and countries and over time. A change in the de-
gree of importance attached to an ethnic identity 
may refl ect political changes (Soviet rule ends—
ethnic feeling rises) or individual life-cycle changes 
(young people relinquish, or old people reclaim, 
an ethnic background).
 Cultural differences may be associated with 
ethnicity, class, region, or religion. Individuals of-
ten have more than one group identity. People may 
be loyal (depending on circumstances) to their 
neighborhood, school, town, state or province, re-
gion, nation, continent, religion, ethnic group, or 
interest group (Ryan 1990, p. xxii). In a complex 
society such as the United States or Canada, people 
constantly negotiate their social identities. All of us 
“wear different hats,” presenting ourselves some-
times as one thing, sometimes as another.
 In daily conversation, we hear the term status 
used as a synonym for prestige. In this context, 

“She’s got a lot of status” means she’s got a lot of 
prestige; people look up to her. Among social sci-
entists, that’s not the primary meaning of “sta-
tus.” Social scientists use status more neutrally—for 
any position, no matter what the prestige, that 
someone occupies in society. In this sense, status 
encompasses the various positions that people oc-
cupy in society. Parent is a social status. So are 
professor, student, factory worker, Democrat, 
shoe salesperson, homeless person, labor leader, 
ethnic-group member, and thousands of others. 
People always occupy multiple statuses (e.g., His-
panic, Catholic, infant, brother). Among the sta-
tuses we occupy, particular ones dominate in 
particular settings, such as son or daughter at 
home and student in the classroom.
 Some statuses are ascribed statuses: People 
have little or no choice about occupying them. 
Age is an ascribed status; we can’t choose not to 
age. Race and gender usually are ascribed; people 
are born members of a certain group and remain 
so all their lives. Achieved statuses, by contrast, 
aren’t automatic; they come through choices, ac-
tions, efforts, talents, or accomplishments, and 
may be positive or negative (Figure 6.1). Exam-
ples of achieved statuses include physician, sena-
tor, convicted felon, salesperson, union member, 
father, and college student.

Status Shifting
Sometimes statuses, particularly ascribed ones, 
are mutually exclusive. It’s hard to bridge the gap 
between black and white, or male and female. 
Sometimes, taking a status or joining a group re-
quires a conversion experience, acquiring a new 
and overwhelming primary identity, such as be-
coming a “born again” Christian.
 Some statuses aren’t mutually exclusive, but 
contextual. People can be both black and His-
panic, or both a mother and a senator. One iden-
tity is used in certain settings, another in different 
ones. We call this the situational negotiation of 

ethnic group
One among several cul-
turally distinct groups in 
a society or region.

ethnicity
Identifi cation with an 
ethnic group.

status
Any position that deter-
mines where someone 
fi ts in society.

TABLE 6.1 Racial/Ethnic Identifi cation in the United States, 2007 
(Estimated by U.S. Census Bureau)

CLAIMED IDENTITY NUMBER (MILLIONS) PERCENTAGE

White (non-Hispanic) 199.1 66.1

Hispanic 45.4 15.1

Black 38.8 12.9

Asian 13.4 4.5

American Indian 2.9 1.0

Pacifi c Islander .5 .2

Total population 301.1 99.8

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009, Table 6, p. 9.

ascribed statuses
Social statuses based on 
little or no choice.

achieved statuses
Social statuses based 
on choices or 
accomplishments.
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“Latino” is a broader category, which can also in-
clude Brazilians (who speak Portuguese). The na-
tional origins of American Hispanics/Latinos in 
2007 were as shown in Table 6.2.
 Mexican Americans (Chicanos), Cuban Amer-
icans, and Puerto Ricans may mobilize to pro-
mote general Hispanic issues (e.g., opposition to 
 “English-only” laws) but act as three separate in-
terest groups in other contexts. Cuban Americans 
are richer on average than Chicanos and Puerto 
Ricans are, and their class interests and voting pat-
terns differ. Cubans often vote Republican, but 
Puerto Ricans and Chicanos are more likely to fa-
vor Democrats. Some Mexican Americans whose 
families have lived in the United States for genera-
tions have little in common with new Hispanic im-
migrants, such as those from Central America. 
Many Americans (especially those fl uent in Eng-
lish) claim Hispanic ethnicity in some contexts but 
shift to a general “American” identity in others.
 In many societies an ascribed status is associ-
ated with a position in the social-political hierar-
chy. Certain groups, called minority groups, are 
subordinate. They have inferior power and less 
secure access to resources than do majority groups 
(which are superordinate, dominant, or control-
ling). Often ethnic groups are minorities. When 
an ethnic group is assumed to have a biological 
basis (distinctively shared “blood” or genes), it is 
called a race. Discrimination against such a 
group is called racism (Cohen 1998; Kuper 2006; 
 Montagu 1997; Scupin 2003; Shanklin 1994).

HUMAN BIOLOGICAL 
DIVERSITY AND THE 
RACE CONCEPT
The photos in this book offer only a glimpse of the 
range of human biological variation. Additional 
illustration comes from your own experience. 
Look around you in your classroom or at the mall 
or multiplex. Inevitably you’ll see people whose 

 social identity. When ethnic identity is fl exible 
and situational, it can become an achieved status 
 (Leman 2001).
 Hispanics, for example, may move through 
levels of culture (shifting ethnic affi liations) as 
they negotiate their identities. “Hispanic” is an 
ethnic category based mainly on language. It in-
cludes whites, blacks, and “racially” mixed Span-
ish speakers and their ethnically conscious 
descendants. (There are also “Native American,” 
and even “Asian,” Hispanics.) “Hispanic,” repre-
senting the fastest-growing ethnic group in the 
United States, lumps together millions of people 
of diverse geographic origin—Puerto Rico,  Mexico, 
Cuba, El Salvador, Guatemala, the Dominican Re-
public, and other Spanish-speaking countries of 
Central and South America and the Caribbean. 

FIGURE 6.1 Social Statuses.

The person in this fi gure—”ego,” or “I”—occupies many 
social statuses. The green circles indicate ascribed sta-
tuses; the purple circles represent achieved statuses.

Ascribed statuses Achieved statuses

Daughter

Female

Ego

19 years
old

Employee

Friend

Dormitory
resident

Classmate

StudentSister

African
American

race
Ethnic group assumed to 
have a biological basis.

racism
Discrimination against an 
ethnic group assumed to 
have a biological basis.

TABLE 6.2 American Hispanics, Latinos, 2007

NATIONAL ORIGIN PERCENTAGE

Mexican American 64.3%

Puerto Rican 9.1

Cuban 3.5

Central and South American 13.3

Other Hispanic/Latino origin 9.8

Total 100.0%

SOURCE: Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, Table 5: Detailed Hispanic Origin. http://
pewhispanic.org/fi les/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-5.pdf.

kot16988_ch06_124-153.indd Page 128  1/9/10  5:41:43 PM user-f472kot16988_ch06_124-153.indd Page 128  1/9/10  5:41:43 PM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles

http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-5.pdf
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-5.pdf


“Hispanic” and 

 “Latino” are ethnic 

categories that cross-

cut “racial” contrasts 

such as that between 

“black” and “white.” 

Note the physical 

 diversity among 

these multi-racial 

schoolchildren in 

Havana, Cuba.

apparent to us all. Modern scientists fi nd it most 
productive to seek explanations for this diversity, 
rather than trying to pigeonhole people into cate-
gories called races.
 What is race anyway? In theory, a biological 
race is a geographically isolated subdivision of a 
species. (A species is a population whose members 
can interbreed to produce offspring that can live 
and reproduce.) Such a subspecies would be capa-
ble of interbreeding with other subspecies of the 
same species, but it would not actually do so be-
cause of its geographic isolation. Some biologists 
also use “race” to refer to “breeds,” as of dogs or 
roses. Thus, a pit bull and a Chihuahua would be 
different races of dogs. Such domesticated “races” 
have been bred by humans for generations. Hu-
manity (Homo sapiens) lacks such races because 
human populations have not been isolated 
enough from one another to develop into such 
discrete groups. Nor have humans experienced 
controlled breeding like that which has created 
the various kinds of dogs and roses.
 A race is supposed to refl ect shared genetic ma-
terial (inherited from a common ancestor), but 
early scholars instead used phenotypical traits (usu-
ally skin color) for racial classifi cation. Phenotype 
refers to an organism’s evident traits, its “manifest 
biology”—anatomy and physiology. Humans dis-
play hundreds of evident (detectable) physical 

ancestors lived in many lands. The fi rst (Native) 
Americans had to cross a land bridge that once 
linked Siberia to North America. For later immi-
grants, perhaps including your own parents or 
grandparents, the voyage may have been across 
the sea or overland from nations to the south. 
They came for many reasons. Some came volun-
tarily, while others were brought here in chains. 
The scale of migration in today’s world is so vast 
that millions of people routinely cross national 
borders or live far from the homelands of their 
grandparents. Now meeting every day are di-
verse human beings whose biological features re-
fl ect adaptation to a wide range of environments 
other than the ones they now inhabit. Physical 
contrasts are evident to anyone. Anthropology’s 
job is to explain them.
 Historically, scientists have approached the 
study of human biological diversity in two main 
ways: (1) racial classifi cation (now largely aban-
doned) versus (2) the current explanatory ap-
proach, which focuses on understanding specifi c 
differences. First we’ll consider problems with 
racial classifi cation (the attempt to assign hu-
mans to discrete categories [purportedly] based 
on common ancestry). Then we’ll offer some ex-
planations for specifi c aspects of human biologi-
cal diversity (in this case light versus dark skin 
color). Biological differences are real, important, and 

racial classifi cation
Assigning organisms to 
categories (purportedly) 
based on common 
ancestry.

phenotype
An organism’s evident or 
manifest biological traits.
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130 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

Some scientists, recognizing this problem, enlarged 
the original tripartite scheme to include the Poly-
nesian race. Native Americans present an additional 
problem. Are they red or yellow? Again, some sci-
entists add a fi fth race—the red, or Amerindian—
to the major racial groups.

Many people in southern India have dark skins, 
but scientists have been reluctant to classify them 
with black Africans because of their Caucasoid 
 facial features and hair form. Some, therefore, have 
created a separate race for these people. What about 
the Australian aborigines, hunters and gatherers 
native to the most isolated continent? By skin color, 
one might place some Native Australians in the 
same race as tropical Africans. However, similari-
ties to Europeans in hair color (light or reddish) and 
facial features have led some scientists to classify 
them as Caucasoids. But there is no evidence that 
Native Australians are closer genetically or histori-
cally to either of these groups than they are to 
Asians. Recognizing this problem, scientists often 
regard Native Australians as a separate race.
 Finally, consider the San (“Bushmen”) of the 
Kalahari Desert in southern Africa. Scientists have 
perceived their skin color as varying from brown 
to yellow. Those who regard San skin as yellow 
have placed them in the same category as Asians. 
In theory, people of the same race share more re-
cent common ancestry with each other than they 
do with any others, but there is no evidence for re-
cent common ancestry between San and Asians. 
More reasonably, the San are classifi ed as mem-
bers of the Capoid (from the Cape of Good Hope) 
race, which is seen as being different from other 
groups inhabiting tropical Africa.
 Similar problems arise when any single trait is 
used as a basis for racial classifi cation. An attempt 
to use facial features, height, weight, or any other 
phenotypical trait is fraught with diffi culties. For 

traits. They range from skin color, hair form, eye 
color, and facial features (which are visible) to 
blood groups and enzyme production (which be-
come evident through testing).

Racial classifi cations based on phenotype raise 
the problem of deciding which traits are most im-
portant. Should races be defi ned by height, 
weight, body shape, facial features, teeth, skull 
form, or skin color? Like their fellow citizens, 
early European and American scientists gave pri-
ority to skin color. Many schoolbooks and ency-
clopedias still proclaim the existence of three great 
races: the white, the black, and the yellow. This 
overly simplistic classifi cation was compatible 
with the political use of race during the colonial 
period of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Such a tripartite scheme kept white Europeans 
neatly separate from their African, Asian, and Na-
tive American subjects. Colonial empires began to 
break up, and scientists began to question estab-
lished racial categories, after World War II.
 Politics aside, one obvious problem with such 
racial labels is that they don’t accurately describe 
skin color. “White” people are more pink, beige, or 
tan than white. “Black” people are various shades 
of brown, and “yellow” people are tan or beige. 
These terms also have been dignifi ed by more sci-
entifi c-sounding synonyms—Caucasoid, Negroid, 
and Mongoloid—which actually have no more of 
a scientifi c basis than do white, black, and yellow.
 It’s true also that many human populations 
don’t fi t neatly into any one of the three “great 
races.” For example, where does one put the Poly-
nesians? Polynesia is a triangle of South Pacifi c is-
lands formed by Hawaii to the north, Easter Island 

to the east, and New Zealand to the 
southwest. Does the bronze skin 
color of Polynesians place them with 
the Caucasoids or the Mongoloids? 

A young man from the Marquesas 

Islands in Polynesia.

The photos in this chapter illus-

trate only a small part of the range 

of human biological diversity. 

Shown here is a Bai minority 

woman, from Shapin, in China’s 

Yunnan province.

A Native American: a Chiquitanos 

Indian woman from Bolivia.
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tures, and body sizes and shapes. The number of 
combinations is very large, and the amount that 
heredity (versus environment) contributes to such 
phenotypical traits is often unclear.
 There is a fi nal objection to racial classifi cation 
based on phenotype. The phenotypical character-
istics on which races are based supposedly refl ect 
genetic material that is shared and that has stayed 
the same for long periods of time. But phenotypi-
cal similarities and differences don’t necessarily 
have a genetic basis. Because of changes in the en-
vironment that affect individuals during growth 
and development, the range of phenotypes char-
acteristic of a population may change without any 
genetic change. There are several examples. In the 
early 20th century, the anthropologist Franz Boas 
(1940/1966) described changes in skull form 
among the children of Europeans who had mi-
grated to the United States. The reason for this 
wasn’t a change in genes, since the European im-
migrants tended to marry among themselves. 
Some of their children had been born in Europe 
and merely raised in the United States. Something 
in the new environment, probably in the diet, was 
producing this change. We know now that changes 
in average height and weight produced by dietary 
differences in a few generations are common and 
have nothing to do with race or genetics.

Explaining Skin Color
Traditional racial classifi cation assumed that bio-
logical characteristics such as skin color were de-
termined by heredity and that they were stable 
(immutable) over many generations. We now 
know that a biological similarity doesn’t neces-
sarily indicate recent common ancestry. Dark skin 
color, for example, can be shared by tropical Afri-
cans and indigenous Australians for reasons other 
than common heredity. Scientists have made 
 considerable progress in explaining variation in 

example, consider the Nilotes, natives of the upper 
Nile region of Uganda and Sudan. Nilotes tend to 
be tall and to have long, narrow noses. Certain 
Scandinavians also are tall, with similar noses. 
Given the distance between their homelands, to 
classify them as members of the same race makes 
little sense. There is no reason to assume that 
Nilotes and Scandinavians are more closely related 
to each other than either is to shorter (and nearer) 
populations with different kinds of noses.
 Would it be better to base racial classifi cations 
on a combination of physical traits? This would 
avoid some of the problems just discussed, but 
others would arise. First, skin color, stature, skull 
form, and facial features (nose form, eye shape, 
lip thickness) don’t go together as a unit. For ex-
ample, people with dark skin may be tall or short 
and have hair ranging from straight to very curly. 
Dark-haired populations may have light or dark 
skin, along with various skull forms, facial fea-

A young Australian cowboy in Australia’s Simpson 

Desert.

Before the 16th century, almost all 

the very dark-skinned populations of 

the world lived in the tropics, as does 

this Samburu woman from Kenya.

Very light skin color, 

illustrated in this 

photo of a mature 

blond, blue-eyed 

man, maximizes 

 absorption of ultra-

violet radiation by 

those few parts of 

the body exposed to 

direct sunlight dur-

ing northern win-

ters. This helps 

prevent rickets.
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132 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

tage (i.e., a better chance to survive and reproduce) 
on darker-skinned people living in the tropics. (To-
day, light-skinned people manage to survive in the 
tropics by staying indoors and by using cultural 
products, such as umbrellas and lotions, to screen 
sunlight.) Yet another disadvantage of having light 
skin color in the tropics is that exposure to UV ra-
diation can cause skin cancer (Blum 1961).
 Years ago, W. F. Loomis (1967) focused on the 
role of UV radiation in stimulating the manufac-
ture (synthesis) of vitamin D by the human body. 
The unclothed human body can produce its own 
vitamin D when exposed to suffi cient sunlight. 
However, in a cloudy environment that also is so 
cold that people have to dress themselves much of 
the year (such as northern Europe, where very 
light skin color evolved), clothing interferes with 
the body’s manufacture of vitamin D. The ensuing 
shortage of vitamin D diminishes the absorption of 
calcium in the intestines. A nutritional disease 
known as rickets, which softens and deforms the 
bones, may develop. In women, deformation of the 
pelvic bones from rickets can interfere with child-
birth. In cold northern areas, light skin color maxi-
mizes the absorption of UV radiation and the 
synthesis of vitamin D by the few parts of the body 
that are exposed to direct sunlight. There has been 
selection against dark skin color in northern areas 
because melanin screens out UV radiation.
 This natural selection continues today: East 
Asians who have migrated recently from India and 
Pakistan to northern areas of the United Kingdom 
have a higher incidence of rickets and osteoporosis 
(also related to vitamin D and calcium defi ciency) 
than does the general British population. A related 
illustration involves Eskimos (Inuit) and other in-
digenous inhabitants of northern Alaska and 
northern Canada. According to Nina Jablonski 
(quoted in Iqbal 2002), “Looking at Alaska, one 
would think that the native people should be pale 
as ghosts.” One reason they aren’t is that they 
haven’t inhabited this region very long in terms of 
geological time. Even more important, their tradi-
tional diet, which is rich in seafood, including fi sh 
oils, supplies suffi cient vitamin D so as to make a 
reduction in pigmentation unnecessary. However, 
and again illustrating natural selection at work to-
day, “when these people don’t eat their aboriginal 
diets of fi sh and marine mammals, they suffer tre-
mendously high rates of vitamin D–defi ciency dis-
eases such as rickets in children and osteoporosis 
in adults” (Jablonski quoted in Iqbal 2002). Far 
from being immutable, skin color can become an 
evolutionary liability very quickly.
 According to Jablonski and George Chaplin 
(2000), another key factor explaining the geographic 
distribution of skin color involves the effects of UV 
on folate, an essential nutrient that the human body 
manufactures from folic acid. Folate is needed for 
cell division and the production of new DNA. Preg-
nant women require large amounts of folate to 

human skin color, along with many other features 
of human biological diversity. We shift now from 
classifi cation to explanation, in which natural 
 selection plays a key role.
 Natural selection is the process by which the 
forms most fi t to survive and reproduce in a given 
environment do so. Over the generations, the less 
fi t organisms die out, and the favored types sur-
vive by producing more offspring. The role of 
natural selection in producing variation in skin 
color will illustrate the explanatory approach to 
human biological diversity. Comparable explana-
tions have been provided for many other aspects 
of human biological variation.
 Skin color is a complex biological trait—infl u-
enced by several genes. Just how many is not 
known. Melanin, the primary determinant of hu-
man skin color, is a chemical substance manufac-
tured in the epidermis, or outer skin layer. The 
melanin cells of darker-skinned people produce 
more and larger granules of melanin than do those 
of lighter-skinned people. By screening out ultra-
violet (UV) radiation from the sun, melanin offers 
protection against a variety of maladies, including 
sunburn and skin cancer.
 Prior to the 16th century, most of the world’s 
very dark-skinned peoples lived in the tropics, a 
belt extending about 23 degrees north and south 
of the equator, between the Tropic of Cancer and 
the Tropic of Capricorn. The association between 
dark skin color and a tropical habitat existed 
throughout the Old World, where humans and 
their ancestors have lived for millions of years. 
The darkest populations of Africa evolved not in 
shady equatorial forests but in sunny, open grass-
land, or savanna, country.
 Outside the tropics, skin color tends to be lighter. 
Moving north in Africa, for example, there is a grad-
ual transition from dark brown to medium brown. 
Average skin color continues to lighten as one moves 
through the Middle East, into southern Europe, 
through central Europe, and to the north. South of 
the tropics, skin color also is lighter. In the Americas, 
by contrast, tropical populations don’t have very 
dark skin. This is the case because the settlement of 
the New World, by light-skinned Asian ancestors of 
Native Americans, was relatively recent, probably 
dating back no more than 20,000 years.
 How, aside from migrations, can we explain the 
geographic distribution of human skin color? Nat-
ural selection provides an answer. In the tropics, 
intense UV radiation poses a series of threats, 
 including severe sunburn, that make light skin 
color an adaptive disadvantage (Recap 6.1 lists the 
advantages and disadvantages of dark and light 
skin color, depending on the environment). By 
damaging sweat glands, sunburn reduces the 
body’s ability to perspire, and thus to regulate its 
own temperature (thermoregulation). Sunburn 
also can increase susceptibility to disease. Melanin, 
nature’s own sunscreen, confers a selective advan-
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 support rapid cell division in the embryo, and there 
is a direct connection between folate and individual 
reproductive success. Folate defi ciency causes neu-
ral tube defects (NTDs) in human embryos. NTDs 
are marked by the incomplete closure of the neural 
tube, so the spine and spinal cord fail to develop 
completely. One NTD, anencephaly (with the brain 
an exposed mass), results in stillbirth or death soon 
after delivery. With spina bifi da, another NTD, sur-
vival rates are higher, but babies have severe dis-
abilities, including paralysis. NTDs are the second 
most common human birth defect after cardiac ab-
normalities. Today, women of reproductive age are 
advised to take folate supplements to prevent seri-
ous birth defects such as spina bifi da.
 Natural sunlight and UV radiation destroy fo-
late in the human body. Because melanin, as we 
have seen, protects against UV hazards, such as 
sunburn and its consequences, dark skin coloration 
is adaptive in the tropics. Now we see that melanin 
also is adaptive because it conserves folate in the 
human body and thus protects against NTDs, 
which are much more common in light-skinned 
than in darker-skinned populations (Jablonski and 
Chaplin 2000). Studies confi rm that Africans and 
African Americans have a low incidence of severe 

 RECAP 6.1  Advantages and Disadvantages (Depending on Environment) of Dark and Light Skin Color

Also shown are cultural alternatives that can make up for biological disadvantages and examples of natural selection operating today in relation 
to skin color.

  CULTURAL ALTERNATIVES NS IN ACTION TODAY

DARK SKIN COLOR Melanin is natural sunscreen

Advantage In tropics: screens out UV
 reduces susceptibility to: folate destruction, and thus 
       to NTDs, including spina bifi da
 prevents sunburn and thus 
       enhances sweating and thermoregulation
       reduces disease susceptibility
       reduces risk of skin cancer

Disadvantage Outside tropics: reduced UV absorption Foods, vitamin D East Asians in northern UK
 Increases susceptibility to:  supplements Inuit with modern diets
 rickets, osteoporosis

LIGHT SKIN COLOR No natural sunscreen

Advantage Outside tropics: admits UV
 body manufactures vitamin D 
 prevents rickets, osteoporosis

Disadvantage Increases susceptibility to:   Folic acid/folate Whites still have more NTDs
 folate destruction, and thus   supplements
      NTDs, including spina bifi da
      Impaired spermatogenesis
 sunburn and thus impaired Shelter, sunscreens, 
      sweating—poor thermoregulation  lotions, etc.
      Increased disease susceptibility
      skin cancer

folate defi ciency, even among individuals with 
marginal nutritional status. Folate also plays a role 
in another process that is central to reproduction, 
spermatogenesis—the production of sperm. In mice 
and rats, folate defi ciency can cause male sterility; 
it may well play a similar role in humans.
 Today, of course, cultural alternatives to bio-
logical adaptation permit light-skinned people to 
survive in the tropics and darker-skinned people 
to live in the far north. People can clothe them-
selves and seek shelter from the sun; they can use 
artifi cial sunscreens if they lack the natural pro-
tection that melanin provides. Dark-skinned peo-
ple living in the north can, indeed must, get 
vitamin D from their diet or take supplements. 
Today, pregnant women are routinely advised to 
take folic acid or folate supplements as a hedge 
against NTDs. Even so, light skin color still is cor-
related with a higher incidence of spina bifi da.
 Jablonski and Chaplin (2000) explain variation 
in human skin color as resulting from a balancing 
act between the evolutionary needs to (1) protect 
against all UV hazards (dark skin in the tropics) 
and (2) have an adequate supply of vitamin D 
(lighter skin outside the tropics). This discussion 
of skin color shows that common ancestry, the 
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perceived and perpetuated in particular societies, 
rather than from scientifi c classifi cations based on 
common genes (see Wade 2002).
 It is not possible to defi ne human races biologi-
cally. Only cultural constructions of race are 
 possible—even though the average person concep-
tualizes “race” in biological terms. The belief that 
human races exist and are important is much more 
common among the public than it is among scien-
tists. Most Americans, for example, believe that 
their population includes biologically based races 

presumed basis of race, is not the only reason for 
biological similarities. Natural selection, still at 
work today, makes a major contribution to varia-
tions in human skin color as well as to many other 
human biological differences and similarities.

RACE AND ETHNICITY
Race, like ethnicity in general, is a cultural cate-
gory rather than a biological reality. That is, ethnic 
groups, including “races,” derive from contrasts 

Anthropologists have a lot to say about the race 
concept. There is considerable public confusion 
about the meaning and relevance of “race,” and 
false claims about biological differences among 
“races” continue to be advanced. Stemming from 
previous actions by the American Anthropologi-
cal Association (AAA) designed to address pub-
lic misconceptions about race and intelligence, 
the need was apparent for a clear AAA state-
ment on the biology and politics of race that 
would be educational and informational.
 The following statement was adopted by the 
AAA Executive Board, based on a draft prepared 
by a committee of representative anthropolo-
gists. This statement represents the thinking 
and scholarly positions of most anthropologists, 
including me, your textbook author.

In the United States both scholars and the gen-

eral public have been conditioned to viewing 

human races as natural and separate divisions 

within the human species based on visible 

physical differences. With the vast expansion of 

scientifi c knowledge in this century, however, it 

has become clear that human populations are 

not unambiguous, clearly demarcated, biologi-

cally distinct groups. Evidence from the analysis 

of genetics (e.g., DNA) indicates that most phys-

ical variation, about 94%, lies within so-called 

racial groups. Conventional geographic “racial” 

groupings differ from one another only in about 

6% of their genes. This means that there is 

greater variation within  “racial” groups than be-

tween them. In neighboring populations there 

is much overlapping of genes and their pheno-

typic (physical) expressions. Throughout history 

whenever different groups have come into 

contact, they have interbred. The continued 

sharing of genetic materials has maintained all 

of humankind as a single species.

 Physical variations in any given trait tend to 

occur gradually rather than abruptly over geo-

graphic areas. And because physical traits are 

inherited independently of one another, know-

ing the range of one trait does not predict the 

presence of others. For example, skin color 

varies largely from light in the temperate areas 

in the north to dark in the tropical areas in the 

south; its intensity is not related to nose shape 

or hair texture. Dark skin may be associated 

with frizzy or kinky hair or curly or wavy or 

straight hair, all of which are found among dif-

ferent indigenous peoples in tropical regions. 

These facts render any attempt to establish 

lines of division among biological populations 

both arbitrary and subjective.

 Historical research has shown that the idea 

of “race” has always carried more meanings 

than mere physical differences; indeed, physical 

variations in the human species have no mean-

ing except the social ones that humans put on 

them. Today scholars in many fi elds argue that 

“race” as it is understood in the United States of 

America was a social mechanism invented dur-

ing the 18th century to refer to those popula-

tions brought together in colonial America: the 

English and other European settlers, the con-

quered Indian peoples, and those peoples of 

Africa brought in to provide slave labor.

 From its inception, this modern concept of 

“race” was modeled after an ancient theorem of 

the Great Chain of Being, which posited natural 

categories on a hierarchy established by God or 

nature. Thus “race” was a mode of classifi cation 

linked specifi cally to peoples in the colonial situ-

ation. It subsumed a growing ideology of inequal-

ity devised to rationalize European attitudes and 

treatment of the conquered and enslaved peo-

ples. Proponents of slavery in particular during 

the 19th century used “race” to justify the reten-

tion of slavery. The ideology magnifi ed the differ-

ences among Europeans, Africans, and Indians, 

established a rigid hierarchy of socially exclusive 

categories, underscored and bolstered unequal 

rank and status differences, and provided the 

rationalization that the inequality was natural 

or God-given. The different physical traits of 

 African-Americans and Indians became markers 

or symbols of their status differences.

 As they were constructing US society, lead-

ers among European-Americans fabricated 

the cultural/ behavioral characteristics associ-

ated with each “race,” linking superior traits 

with  Europeans and negative and inferior ones 

to blacks and Indians. Numerous arbitrary and 

fi ctitious beliefs about the different peoples 

were institutionalized and deeply embedded 

in American thought. . . .

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

What’s Wrong with Race?
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are not consequences of their biological inheri-
tance but products of social, economic, educa-
tional, and political circumstances.
 We hear the words ethnicity and race frequently, 
but American culture doesn’t draw a very clear 
line between them. Consider a New York Times 
article published on May 29, 1992. Discussing the 
changing ethnic composition of the United States, 
the article explained (correctly) that Hispanics 
“can be of any race” (Barringer 1992, p. A12). In 
other words, “Hispanic” is an ethnic category that 

to which various labels have been applied. These 
labels include “white,” “black,” “yellow,” “red,” 
“Caucasoid,” “Negroid,” “Mongoloid,” “Amerin-
dian,” “Euro-American,” “African American,” 
“Asian American,” and “Native American.”
 This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” 
is a statement on race issued by the American An-
thropological Association (AAA). It discusses 
how races have been socially constructed, for ex-
ample under colonialism. The statement also 
stresses that inequalities among “racial” groups 

 Ultimately “race” as an ideology about hu-

man differences was subsequently spread to 

other areas of the world. It became a strategy 

for dividing, ranking, and controlling colonized 

people used by colonial powers everywhere. 

But it was not limited to the colonial situation. 

In the latter part of the 19th century it was em-

ployed by Europeans to rank one another and 

to justify social, economic, and political in-

equalities among their peoples. During World 

War II, the Nazis under Adolf Hitler enjoined the 

expanded ideology of “race” and “racial” differ-

ences and took them to a logical end: the ex-

termination of 11 million people of “inferior 

races” (e.g., Jews, Gypsies, Africans, homo-

sexuals, and so forth) and other unspeak-

able brutalities of the Holocaust.

 “Race” thus evolved as a world view, 

a body of prejudgments that distorts 

our ideas about human differences 

and group behavior. Racial beliefs 

constitute myths about the diver-

sity in the human species and 

about the abilities and 

behavior of people 

homogenized into 

“racial” categories. 

The myths fused be-

havior and physical fea-

tures together in the 

public mind, impeding 

our comprehension of 

both biological varia-

tions and cultural be-

havior, implying that 

both are genetically determined. Racial myths 

bear no relationship to the reality of human ca-

pabilities or behavior . . .

 We now understand that human cultural 

behavior is learned, conditioned into infants be-

ginning at birth, and always subject to modifi ca-

tion. No human is born with a built-in culture or 

language. Our temperaments, dispositions, and 

personalities, regardless of genetic propensi-

ties, are developed within sets of meanings and 

values that we call “culture” . . .

 It is a basic tenet of anthropological knowl-

edge that all normal human beings 

have the capacity to learn any 

cultural behavior. 

The American experience with immigrants 

from hundreds of different language and cul-

tural backgrounds who have acquired some 

version of American culture traits and behavior 

is the clearest evidence of this fact. Moreover, 

people of all physical variations have learned 

different cultural behaviors and continue to do 

so as modern transportation moves millions of 

immigrants around the world.

 How people have been accepted and 

treated within the context of a given society or 

culture has a direct impact on how they per-

form in that society. The “racial” world view 

was invented to assign some groups to per-

petual low status, while others were permitted 

access to privilege, power, and wealth. The 

tragedy in the United States has been that the 

policies and practices stemming from this 

world view succeeded all too well in construct-

ing unequal populations among Europeans, 

Native Americans, and peoples of African de-

scent. Given what we know about the capacity 

of normal humans to achieve and function 

within any culture, we conclude that present-

day inequalities between so-called “racial” 

groups are not consequences of their biologi-

cal inheritance but products of historical and 

contemporary social, economic, educational, 

and political circumstances.

SOURCE: From the American Anthropological Associa-

tion (AAA) Statement on “Race” (May 1998). http://

www.aaanet.org/stmts/racepp.htm. Reprinted with

permission of the American Anthropological 

Association.

This 1990 photo, taken near Bucharest, Romania, shows a Rom 

(Gypsy) woman standing in front of another woman as she holds her 

baby daughter. Gypsies (Rom or Roma) have faced discrimination in 

many nations. During World War II, the Nazis led by Adolf Hitler mur-

dered 11 million Jews, Gypsies, Africans, homosexuals, and others.
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labels, like racial terms used in other societies, 
really designate culturally perceived rather than 
biologically based groups.

Hypodescent: Race in 
the United States
How is race culturally constructed in the United 
States? In American culture, one acquires his or 
her racial identity at birth, as an ascribed status, 
but race isn’t based on biology or on simple an-
cestry. Take the case of the child of a “racially 
mixed” marriage involving one black and one 
white parent. We know that 50 percent of the 
child’s genes come from one parent and 50 per-
cent from the other. Still, American culture over-
looks heredity and classifi es this child as black. 
This rule is arbitrary. On the basis of genotype 
(genetic composition), it would be just as logical 
to classify the child as white.
 American rules for assigning racial status can 
be even more arbitrary. In some states, anyone 
known to have any black ancestor, no matter how 
remote, is classifi ed as a member of the black race. 
This is a rule of descent (it assigns social identity 
on the basis of ancestry), but of a sort that is rare 
outside the contemporary United States. It is 
called hypodescent (Harris and Kottak 1963) be-
cause it automatically places the children of a 
union between members of different groups in 
the minority group (hypo means “lower”). Hypo-
descent divides American society into groups that 
have been unequal in their access to wealth, 
power, and prestige.
 The following case from Louisiana is an excel-
lent illustration of the arbitrariness of the hypo-
descent rule and of the role that governments 
(federal or, in this case, state) play in legalizing, 
inventing, or eradicating race and ethnicity 
(B. Williams 1989). Susie Guillory Phipps, a light-
skinned woman with Caucasian features and 
straight black hair, discovered as an adult that she 
was black. When Phipps ordered a copy of her 
birth certifi cate, she found her race listed as “col-
ored.” Since she had been “brought up white and 
married white twice,” Phipps challenged a 1970 
Louisiana law declaring anyone with at least one-
thirty-second “Negro blood” to be legally black. 
Although the state’s lawyer admitted that Phipps 
“looks like a white person,” the state of Louisiana 
insisted that her racial classifi cation was proper 
(Yetman, ed. 1991, pp. 3–4).
 Cases like Phipps’s are rare because racial 
identity usually is ascribed at birth and doesn’t 
change. The rule of hypodescent affects blacks, 
Asians, Native Americans, and Hispanics differ-
ently (see Hunter 2005). It’s easier to negotiate 
 Indian or Hispanic identity than black identity. 
The ascription rule isn’t as defi nite, and the as-
sumption of a biological basis isn’t as strong.

descent
Social identity based on 
ancestry.

hypodescent
Children assigned to 
same group as minority 
parent.

crosscuts racial contrasts such as that between 
“black” and “white.” Another Times article pub-
lished that same day reported that during Los 
Angeles riots in spring 1992, “hundreds of His-
panic residents were interrogated about their 
immigration status on the basis of their race alone 
[emphasis added]” (Mydans 1992a, p. A8). Use of 

“race” here seems inappropriate because “His-
panic” usually is perceived as referring to a 

linguistically based (Spanish-speaking) eth-
nic group, rather than a biologically based 
race. Since these Los Angeles residents 
were being interrogated because they 
were Hispanic, the article is actually report-
ing on ethnic, not racial, discrimination.

In a more recent case, consider a 
speech delivered by then Appeals Court 

Judge Sonia Sotomayor, newly nominated 
(in May 2009; confi rmed in August 2009) for the 

U.S. Supreme Court by President Barack Obama. 
In a 2001 lecture titled “A Latina Judge’s Voice,” 
delivered as the “Judge Mario G. Olmos Memo-
rial Lecture” at the University of California, 
Berkeley, School of Law, Sotomayor declared (as 
part of a much longer speech):

I would hope that a wise Latina woman with 
the richness of her experiences would more 
often than not reach a better conclusion than 
a white male who hasn’t lived that life 
 (Sotomayor 2001/2009).

Conservatives, including former House speaker 
Newt Gingrich and radio talk show host Rush 
Limbaugh, seized on this declaration as evidence 
that Sotomayor was a “racist” or a “reverse rac-
ist.”  Again, however, “Latina” is an ethnic (and 
gendered–female) rather than a racial category. I 
suspect that Sotomayor also was using “white 
male” as an ethnic-gender category, to refer to 
nonminority men. These examples from our ev-
eryday experience illustrate diffi culties in draw-
ing a precise distinction between race and 
ethnicity. It probably is better to use the term eth-
nic group rather than race to describe any such 
social group, for example, African Americans, 
Asian Americans, Anglo Americans, Hispanics, 
Latinos, Latinas, and even non–Hispanic whites.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION 
OF RACE
Races are ethnic groups assumed (by members of 
a particular culture) to have a biological basis, but 
actually race is socially constructed. The “races” 
we hear about every day are cultural, or social, 
rather than biological categories. Many Ameri-
cans mistakenly assume that whites and blacks, 
for example, are biologically distinct and that 
these terms stand for discrete races. But these 

Map 7 plots the 
distribution of 
human skin color in 
relation to ultraviolet 
radiation from the 
sun.

anthropology ATLAS
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 To be considered Native American, one ances-
tor out of eight (great-grandparents) or out of 
four (grandparents) may suffi ce. This depends 
on whether the assignment is by federal or state 
law or by an Indian tribal council. The child of a 
Hispanic may (or may not, depending on con-
text) claim Hispanic identity. Many Americans 
with an Indian or Latino grandparent consider 
themselves white and lay no claim to minority 
group status.

Race in the Census
The U.S. Census Bureau has gathered data by race 
since 1790. Initially this was done because the 
Constitution specifi ed that a slave counted as 
three-fi fths of a white person, and because Indi-
ans were not taxed. The racial categories in-
cluded in the 1990 census were “White,” “Black 
or  Negro,” “Indian (American),” “Eskimo,” 
“Aleut or Pacifi c Islander,” and “Other.” A sepa-
rate question was asked about Spanish–Hispanic 
heritage. Check out Figure 6.2 for the racial cate-
gories in the 2000 census.
 Attempts by social scientists and interested 
citizens to add a “multiracial” census category 
have been opposed by the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
and the National Council of La Raza (a Hispanic 
advocacy group). Racial classifi cation is a politi-
cal issue (Goldberg 2002) involving access to 
 resources, including jobs, voting districts, and 
federal funding of programs aimed at minorities. 
The hypodescent rule results in all the population 
growth being attributed to the minority category. 
Minorities fear their political clout will decline if 
their numbers go down.
 But things are changing. Choice of “some other 
race” in the U.S. Census more than doubled from 
1980 (6.8 million) to 2000 (over 15 million)— 
suggesting imprecision in and dissatisfaction with 
the existing categories (Mar 1997). In the 2000 
census, 2.4 percent of Americans, or 6.8 million 
people, chose a fi rst-ever option of identifying 
themselves as belonging to more than one race. 
The number of interracial marriages and children 
is increasing, with implications for the traditional 
system of American racial classifi cation. “Interra-
cial,” “biracial,” or “multiracial” children who 
grow up with both parents undoubtedly identify 
with particular qualities of either parent. It is 
troubling for many of them to have so important 
an identity as race dictated by the arbitrary rule of 
hypodescent. It may be especially discordant 
when racial identity doesn’t parallel gender iden-
tity, for instance, a boy with a white father and a 
black mother, or a girl with a white mother and a 
black father.
 How does the Canadian census compare with 
the American census in its treatment of race? 

A biracial American, Helle Berry, with her mother. What is Halle Berry’s race?

NOTE: Please answer BOTH Questions 5 and 6.
5. Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino? Mark  X  the

”No” box if not Spanish/Hispanic/Latino.

No, not Spanish/Hispanic/Latino

Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino — Print group.

Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano
Yes, Puerto Rican
Yes, Cuban

5. What is this person’s race? Mark  X  one or more races to
indicate what this person considers himself/herself to be.

White

American Indian or Alaska Native — Print name of enrolled or principal tribe.

Black, African Am., or Negro

Asian Indian

Filipino
Chinese

Japanese

Vietnamese
Korean

Native Hawaiian

Samoan
Guamanian or Chamorro

Other Asian — Print race.

Some other race — Print race.

Other Pacific Islander — Print race.

FIGURE 6.2 Reproduction of Questions on Race 
and Hispanic Origin from Census 2000. 

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 questionnaire.

Rather than race, the Canadian census asks about 
“visible minorities.” That country’s Employment 
Equity Act defi nes such groups as “persons, other 
than Aboriginal peoples [aka First Nations in 
Canada, Native Americans in the United States], 
who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in 
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colour” (Statistics Canada 2001a). Table 6.3 shows 
that “South Asian” and “Chinese” are Canada’s 
largest visible minorities. Note that Canada’s to-
tal visible minority population of 16.2 percent (up 
from 13.4 percent in 2001) contrasts with a fi gure 
of about 25 percent for the United States in the 
2000 census and over 33 percent in 2006. In par-
ticular, Canada’s black 2.5 percent population 
contrasts with the American fi gure of 13.2 percent 
(2006) for African Americans, while Canada’s 
Asian population is signifi cantly higher than the 
U.S. fi gure of 4.9 percent (2006) on a percentage 
basis. Only a tiny fraction of the Canadian popu-
lation (0.4 percent) claimed multiple visible mi-
nority affi liation, compared with 2.4 percent 
claiming “more than one race” in the United 
States in 2000.
 Canada’s visible minority population has been 
increasing steadily. In 1981, 1.1 million visible mi-
norities accounted for 4.7 percent of the total pop-
ulation, versus 16.2 percent today. Visible minorities 
are growing much faster than is Canada’s total 
population. Between 2001 and 2006, the total pop-
ulation increased 5 percent, while visible minori-
ties rose 27 percent. If recent immigration trends 
continue, by 2016, visible minorities will account 
for one-fi fth of the Canadian population.

Not Us: Race in Japan
American culture ignores considerable diversity 
in biology, language, and geographic origin as it 
socially constructs race in the United States. 
North Americans also overlook diversity by see-
ing Japan as a nation that is homogeneous in race, 

TABLE 6.3 Visible Minority Population of Canada, 2006 Census

 NUMBER PERCENT

Total population 31,241,030 100.0

Total visible minority population 5,068,090 16.2

South Asian 1,262,865 4.0

Chinese 1,216,515 3.9

Black 783,795 2.5

Filipino 410,695 1.3

Arab/West Asian 374,835 1.2

Latin American 304,245 1.0

Southeast Asian 239,935 0.8

Korean 141,890 0.5

Japanese 83,300 0.3

Other visible minority 116,895 0.4

Multiple visible minority 133,120 0.4

Nonvisible minority 26,172,940 83.8

SOURCE: From Statistics Canada, 2006 Census, http://www21.statcan.ca/english/census06/data/highlights/ethnic.

ethnicity, language, and culture—an image the 
Japanese themselves cultivate. Thus in 1986 for-
mer prime minister Yasuhiro Nakasone created 
an international furor by contrasting his coun-
try’s supposed homogeneity (responsible, he 
suggested, for Japan’s success at that time in in-
ternational business) with the ethnically mixed 
United States.
 Japan is hardly the uniform entity Nakasone 
described. Scholars estimate that 10 percent of 
 Japan’s national population are minorities of vari-
ous sorts. These include aboriginal Ainu, annexed 
Okinawans, outcast burakumin, children of mixed 
marriages, and immigrant nationalities, especially 
Koreans, who number more than 700,000 (De Vos, 
Wetherall, and Stearman 1983; Lie 2001).
 To describe racial attitudes in Japan, Jennifer 
Robertson (1992) uses Kwame Anthony Appiah’s 
(1990) term “intrinsic racism”—the belief that a 
(perceived) racial difference is a suffi cient reason 
to value one person less than another. In Japan the 
valued group is majority (“pure”) Japanese, who 
are believed to share “the same blood.” Thus the 
caption to a printed photo of a Japanese American 
model reads: “She was born in Japan but raised in 
Hawaii. Her nationality is American but no for-
eign blood fl ows in her veins” (Robertson 1992, 
p. 5). Something like hypodescent also operates 
in Japan, but less precisely than in the United 
States, where mixed offspring automatically be-
come members of the minority group. The chil-
dren of mixed marriages between majority 
Japanese and others (including Euro-Americans) 
may not get the same “racial” label as their minor-
ity parent, but they are still stigmatized for their 
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labor (including farm work) and to belong to the 
national lower class. Burakumin and other Japa-
nese minorities are also more likely to have ca-
reers in crime, prostitution, entertainment, and 
sports (De Vos et al. 1983).
 Like blacks in the United States, the burakumin 
are stratifi ed, or class-stratifi ed. Because certain 
jobs are reserved for the burakumin, people who 
are successful in those occupations (e.g., shoe fac-
tory owners) can be wealthy. Burakumin also 
have found jobs as government bureaucrats. Fi-
nancially successful burakumin can temporarily 
escape their stigmatized status by travel, includ-
ing foreign travel.
 Discrimination against the burakumin is strik-
ingly like the discrimination that blacks have ex-
perienced in the United States. The burakumin 
often live in villages and neighborhoods with 
poor housing and sanitation. They have limited 
access to education, jobs, amenities, and health 
facilities. In response to burakumin political mo-
bilization, Japan has dismantled the legal struc-
ture of discrimination against burakumin and has 
worked to improve conditions in the buraku. (The 
Web site http://blhrri.org/index_e.htm is spon-
sored by the Buraku Liberation and Human 
Rights Research Institute and includes the most 
recent information about the buraku liberation 
movement.) Still Japan has yet to institute 
 American-style affi rmative action programs for 
education and jobs. Discrimination against nonm-
ajority Japanese is still the rule in companies. 
Some employers say that hiring burakumin 
would give their company an unclean image and 
thus create a disadvantage in competing with 
other businesses (De Vos et al. 1983).

stratifi ed
Class-structured, with 
differences in wealth, 
prestige, and power.

non-Japanese ancestry (De Vos and Wagatsuma 
1966).
 How is race culturally constructed in Japan? 
The (majority) Japanese defi ne themselves by op-
position to others, whether minority groups in 
their own nation or outsiders—anyone who is 
“not us.” The “not us” should stay that way; as-
similation generally is discouraged. Cultural 
mechanisms, especially residential segregation 
and taboos on “interracial” marriage, work to 
keep minorities “in their place.”
 In its construction of race, Japanese culture 
regards certain ethnic groups as having a bio-
logical basis, when there is no evidence that they 
do. The best example is the burakumin, a stig-
matized group of at least 4 million outcasts, 
sometimes compared to India’s untouchables. 
The burakumin are physically and genetically 
indistinguishable from other Japanese. Many of 
them “pass” as (and marry) majority Japanese, 
but a deceptive marriage can end in divorce if 
burakumin identity is discovered (Aoki and 
Dardess, eds. 1981).
 Burakumin are perceived as standing apart 
from majority Japanese. Through ancestry, de-
scent (and thus, it is assumed, “blood,” or genet-
ics) burakumin are “not us.” Majority Japanese 
try to keep their lineage pure by discouraging 
mixing. The burakumin are residentially segre-
gated in neighborhoods (rural or urban) called 
buraku, from which the racial label is derived. 
Compared with majority Japanese, the burakumin 
are less likely to attend high school and college. 
When burakumin attend the same schools as ma-
jority Japanese, they face discrimination. Majority 
children and teachers may refuse to eat with them 
because burakumin are considered unclean.
 In applying for university admission or a job 
and in dealing with the government, Japanese 
must list their address, which becomes part of a 
household or family registry. This list makes resi-
dence in a buraku, and likely burakumin social 
status, evident. Schools and companies use this 
information to discriminate. (The best way to pass 
is to move so often that the buraku address even-
tually disappears from the registry.) Majority Jap-
anese also limit “race” mixture by hiring marriage 
mediators to check out the family histories of pro-
spective spouses. They are especially careful to 
check for burakumin ancestry (De Vos et al. 1983).
 The origin of the burakumin lies in a historical 
tiered system of stratifi cation from the Tokugawa 
period (1603–1868). The top four ranked catego-
ries were warrior-administrators (samurai), farm-
ers, artisans, and merchants. The ancestors of the 
burakumin were below this hierarchy, an outcast 
group who did unclean jobs such as animal 
slaughter and disposal of the dead. Burakumin 
still do similar jobs, including work with leather 
and other animal products. The burakumin are 
more likely than majority Japanese to do manual 

Japan’s stigmatized burakumin are physically and genetically indistinguish-

able from other Japanese. In response to burakumin political mobilization, 

 Japan has dismantled the legal structure of discrimination against bura-

kumin. This Sports Day for burakumin children is one kind of mobilization.
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In Brazil racial identity is more fl exible, more of 
an achieved status. 
 Brazilian racial classifi cation pays attention 
to phenotype. Scientists distinguish between 
 genotype, or hereditary makeup, and phenotype— 
expressed physical characteristics. Genotype is 
what you are genetically; phenotype is what you 
appear as. Identical twins and clones have the 
same genotype, but their phenotypes vary if they 
have been raised in different environments. Phe-
notype describes an organism’s evident traits, its 
“manifest biology”—physiology and anatomy, 
including skin color, hair form, facial features, 
and eye color. A Brazilian’s phenotype and racial 
label may change because of environmental fac-
tors, such as the tanning rays of the sun or the ef-
fects of humidity on the hair.
 A Brazilian can change his or her “race” (say 
from “Indian” to “mixed”) by changing his or her 
manner of dress, language, location (e.g., rural to 
urban), and even attitude (e.g., by adopting urban 
behavior). Two racial/ethic labels used in Brazil 
are indio (Indian) and cabôclo (someone who 
“looks Indian” but wears modern clothing and 
participates in Brazilian culture, rather than living 
in an Indian community). Similar shifts in racial/
ethnic classifi cation occur in other parts of Latin 

Phenotype and Fluidity: 
Race in Brazil
There are more fl exible, less exclusionary ways of 
constructing social race than those used in the 
United States and Japan. Along with the rest of 
Latin America, Brazil has less exclusionary cate-
gories, which permit individuals to change their 
racial classifi cation. Brazil shares a history of slav-
ery with the United States, but it lacks the hypo-
descent rule. Nor does Brazil have racial aversion 
of the sort found in Japan.
 Brazilians use many more racial labels—over 
500 were once reported (Harris 1970)—than 
Americans or Japanese do. In northeastern Brazil, 
I found 40 different racial terms in use in  Arembepe, 
a village of only 750 people (Kottak 2006). Through 
their traditional classifi cation system, Brazilians 
recognize and attempt to describe the physical 
variation that exists in their population. The sys-
tem used in the United States, by recognizing only 
three or four races, blinds Americans to an equiv-
alent range of evident physical contrasts. The sys-
tem Brazilians use to construct social race has 
other special features. In the United States one’s 
race is an ascribed status; it is assigned automati-
cally by hypodescent and usually doesn’t change. 

These photos, taken in Brazil by the author in 2003 and 2004, give just a glimpse of the spectrum of phenotypical diversity encountered 

among contemporary Brazilians.
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ETHNIC GROUPS, NATIONS, 
AND NATIONALITIES
The term nation once was synonymous with tribe 
or ethnic group. All three of these terms have been 
used to refer to a single culture sharing a single 
language, religion, history, territory, ancestry, and 
kinship. Thus one could speak interchangeably of 
the Seneca (American Indian) nation, tribe, or eth-
nic group. Now nation has come to mean state—
an independent, centrally organized political unit, 
or a government. Nation and state have become 
synonymous. Combined in nation-state they refer 
to an autonomous political entity, a country—like 
the United States, “one nation, indivisible” (see 
Farner, ed. 2004; Gellner 1997; Hastings 1997).
 Because of migration, conquest, and colonial-
ism, most nation-states are not ethnically homoge-
neous. Of 132 nation-states existing in 1971, Connor 
(1972) found just 12 (9 percent) to be ethnically ho-
mogeneous. In another 25 (19 percent) a single eth-
nic group accounted for more than 90 percent of 
the population. Forty percent of the countries con-
tained more than fi ve signifi cant ethnic groups. In 
a later study, Nielsson (1985) found that in only 45 
of 164 states did one ethnic group account for more 
than 95 percent of the population.

Nationalities and 
Imagined Communities
Ethnic groups that once had, or wish to have or 
regain, autonomous political status (their own 
country) are called nationalities. In the words of 
Benedict Anderson (1991), they are “imagined 
communities.” Even when they become nation-
states, they remain imagined communities be-
cause most of their members, though feeling 
comradeship, will never meet (Anderson 1991, 
pp. 66–70). They can only imagine they all partici-
pate in the same unit.
 Anderson traces Western European national-
ism, which arose in imperial powers such as 
England, France, and Spain, back to the 18th cen-
tury. He stresses that language and print played 
a crucial role in the growth of European national 
consciousness. The novel and the newspaper 
were “two forms of imagining” communities 
(consisting of all the people who read the same 
sources and thus witnessed the same events) 
that fl owered in the 18th century (Anderson 
1991, pp. 24–25).
 Over time, political upheavals, wars, and mi-
gration have divided many imagined national 
communities that arose in the 18th and 19th cen-
turies. The German and Korean homelands were 
artifi cially divided after wars, according to com-
munist and capitalist ideologies. World War I split 
the Kurds, who remain an imagined community, 
forming a majority in no state. Kurds are a minor-
ity group in Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.

nation
Society sharing a 
 language, religion, 
 history, territory, ancestry, 
and kinship.

state
Stratifi ed society with 
formal, central 
government.

nation-state
An autonomous political 
entity; a country.

nationalities
Ethnic groups that have, 
once had, or want, their 
own country.

America, e.g., Guatemala. The perception of bio-
logical race is infl uenced not just by the physical 
phenotype but by how one dresses and behaves.
 Furthermore, racial differences in Brazil may 
be so insignifi cant in structuring community life 
that people may forget the terms they have ap-
plied to others. Sometimes they even forget the 
ones they’ve used for themselves. In Arembepe I 
made it a habit to ask the same person on differ-
ent days to tell me the races of others in the vil-
lage (and my own). In the United States I am 
always “white” or “Euro-American,” but in 
Arembepe I got lots of terms besides branco 
(“white”). I could be claro (“light”), louro (“blond”), 
sarará (“light-skinned redhead”), mulato claro 
(“light mulatto”), or mulato (“mulatto”). The ra-
cial term used to describe me or anyone else var-
ied from person to person, week to week, even 
day to day. My best informant, a man with very 
dark skin color, changed the term he used for 
himself all the time—from escuro (“dark”) to preto 
(“black”) to moreno escuro (“dark brunet”).
 The American and Japanese racial systems 
are creations of particular cultures, rather than 
scientifi c—or even accurate—descriptions of 
 human biological differences. Brazilian racial 
classifi cation also is a cultural construction, but 
Brazilians have developed a way of describing 
human biological diversity that is more detailed, 
fl uid, and fl exible than the systems used in most 
cultures. Brazil lacks Japan’s racial aversion, and 
it also lacks a rule of descent like that which as-
cribes racial status in the United States (Degler 
1970; Harris 1964).
 For centuries the United States and Brazil have 
had mixed populations, with ancestors from Na-
tive America, Europe, Africa, and Asia. Although 
races have mixed in both countries, Brazilian and 
American cultures have constructed the results 
differently. The historical reasons for this contrast 
lie mainly in the different characteristics of the 
settlers of the two countries. The mainly English 
early settlers of the United States came as women, 
men, and families, but Brazil’s Portuguese colo-
nizers were mainly men—merchants and adven-
turers. Many of these Portuguese men married 
Native American women and recognized their ra-
cially mixed children as their heirs. Like their 
North American counterparts, Brazilian planta-
tion owners had sexual relations with their slaves. 
But the Brazilian landlords more often freed the 
children that resulted—for demographic and eco-
nomic reasons. (Sometimes these were their only 
children.) Freed offspring of master and slave be-
came plantation overseers and foremen and fi lled 
many intermediate positions in the emerging Bra-
zilian economy. They were not classed with the 
slaves but were allowed to join a new intermedi-
ate category. No hypodescent rule developed in 
Brazil to ensure that whites and blacks remained 
separate (see Degler 1970; Harris 1964).
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moves to a country where another culture domi-
nates. By assimilating, the minority adopts the 
patterns and norms of its host culture. It is incor-
porated into the dominant culture to the point 
that it no longer exists as a separate cultural unit. 
Some countries, such as Brazil, are more assimila-
tionist than others. Germans, Italians, Japanese, 
Middle Easterners, and Eastern Europeans started 
migrating to Brazil late in the 19th century. These 
immigrants have assimilated to a common Brazil-
ian culture, which has Portuguese, African, and 
Native American roots. The descendants of these 
immigrants speak the national language (Portu-
guese) and participate in the national culture. 
(During World War II, Brazil, which was on the 
Allied side, forced assimilation by banning in-
struction in any language other than Portuguese—
especially in German.)

The Plural Society
Assimilation isn’t inevitable, and there can be eth-
nic harmony without it. Ethnic distinctions can 
persist despite generations of interethnic contact. 
Through a study of three ethnic groups in Swat, 
Pakistan, Fredrik Barth (1958/1968) challenged 
an old idea that interaction always leads to as-
similation. He showed that ethnic groups can be 
in contact for generations without assimilating 
and can live in peaceful coexistence.

 In creating multitribal and multiethnic states, 
colonialism, the foreign domination of a territory, 
often erected boundaries that corresponded poorly 
with preexisting cultural divisions. But colonial 
institutions also helped created new “imagined 
communities” beyond nations. A good example is 
the idea of négritude (“Black identity”) developed 
by African intellectuals in Francophone (French-
speaking) West Africa. Négritude can be traced to 
the association and common experience in colo-
nial times of youths from Guinea, Mali, the Ivory 
Coast, and Senegal at the William Ponty school in 
Dakar, Senegal (Anderson 1991, pp. 123–124).

ETHNIC TOLERANCE 
AND ACCOMMODATION
Ethnic diversity may be associated with positive 
group interaction and coexistence or with confl ict 
(discussed shortly). There are nation-states in 
which multiple cultural groups live together in 
reasonable harmony, including some less devel-
oped countries.

Assimilation
Assimilation describes the process of change that 
a minority ethnic group may experience when it 

colonialism
Long-term foreign domi-
nation of a territory and 
its people.

assimilation
Absorption of minorities 
within a dominant 
culture.

German, Italian, 

Japanese, Middle 

Eastern, and Eastern 

European immi-

grants have assimi-

lated, culturally and 

linguistically, to a 

common Brazilian 

culture. More than 

220,000 people of 

Japanese descent 

live in Brazil, mostly 

in and around the 

city of São Paulo, 

Brazil’s largest. 

Shown here, a Sun-

day morning street 

scene in Sao Paulo’s 

Liberdade district, 

home to many of 

that city’s assimi-

lated Japanese 

Brazilians.
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groups have grown dramatically in recent years. 
If this trend continues, the ethnic composition of 
the United States will change dramatically. (See 
Figure 6.3.)
 Even now, because of immigration and differ-
ential population growth, whites are outnum-
bered by minorities in many urban areas. For 
example, of the 8,085,742 people living in New 
York City in 2003, 27 percent were black, 27 per-
cent Hispanic, 10 percent Asian, and 36 percent 
other—including non-Hispanic whites. The com-
parable fi gures for Los Angeles (which had 
3,819,951 people) were 11 percent black, 46 per-
cent Hispanic, 10 percent Asian, and 33 percent 
other, including non-Hispanic whites (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2006).
 In October 2006, the population of the United 
States reached 300 million people, just 39 years 
after reaching 200 million and 91 years after reach-
ing the 100 million mark (in 1915). The country’s 
ethnic composition has changed dramatically in 
the past 40 years. The 1970 census, the fi rst to at-
tempt an offi cial count of Hispanics, found they 
represented no more than 4.7 percent of the Amer-
ican population, compared with 14.9 percent in 
2006. The number of African Americans increased 
from 11.1 percent in 1967 to 13.2 percent in 2006, 

 Barth (1958/1968, p. 324) defi nes plural society 
(an  idea he extended from Pakistan to the entire 
Middle East) as a society combining ethnic con-
trasts, ecological specialization (i.e., use of differ-
ent environmental resources by each ethnic group), 
and the economic interdependence of those groups. 
Consider his description of the Middle East (in the 
1950s): “The ’environment’ of any one ethnic group 
is not only defi ned by natural conditions, but also 
by the presence and activities of the other ethnic 
groups on which it depends. Each group exploits 
only part of the total environment, and leaves 
large parts of it open for other groups to exploit.” 
The ecological interdependence (or, at least, the 
lack of competition) between ethnic groups may 
be based on different activities in the same region 
or on long-term occupation of different regions in 
the same nation-state.
 In Barth’s view, ethnic boundaries are most 
stable and enduring when the groups occupy 
different ecological niches. That is, they make 
their living in different ways and don’t compete. 
Ideally, they should depend on each other’s ac-
tivities and exchange with one another. When 
different ethnic groups exploit the same ecologi-
cal niche, the militarily more powerful group 
will normally replace the weaker one. If they ex-
ploit more or less the same niche, but the weaker 
group is better able to use marginal environ-
ments, they also may coexist (Barth 1958/1968, 
p. 331). Given niche specialization, ethnic bound-
aries and interdependence can be maintained, 
although the specifi c cultural features of each 
group may change. By shifting the analytic focus 
from individual cultures or ethnic groups to rela-
tionships between cultures or ethnic groups, 
Barth (1958/1968, 1969) has made important 
contributions to ethnic studies.

Multiculturalism 
and Ethnic Identity
The view of cultural diversity in a country as some-
thing good and desirable is called multiculturalism 
(see Kottak and Kozaitis 2008). The multicultural 
model is the opposite of the assimilationist model, 
in which minorities are expected to abandon their 
cultural traditions and values, replacing them with 
those of the majority population. The multicultural 
view encourages the practice of cultural–ethnic 
 traditions. A multicultural society socializes indi-
viduals not only into the dominant (national) cul-
ture but also into an ethnic culture. Thus in the 
United States millions of people speak both English 
and another language, eat both “American” (apple 
pie, steak, hamburgers) and “ethnic” foods, and 
celebrate both national (July 4, Thanksgiving) and 
 ethnic–religious holidays.
 In the United States and Canada multicultur-
alism is of growing importance. This refl ects an 
awareness that the number and size of ethnic 

plural society
Society with economi-
cally interdependent 
ethnic groups.

multiculturalism
View of cultural diversity 
as valuable and worth 
maintaining.

2007 2050

U.S. Population by Race/Ethnicity

Black
Asian
Other races
Hispanics
Non-Hispanic white

48.9%

14.3%

7.8%

5.2%

23.8%

1.4%

66.1%

12.9%

4.5%

15.1%

FIGURE 6.3 Ethnic Composition of the United States.

The proportion of the American population that is white and non-Hispanic is de-
clining. The projection for 2050 shown here comes from a U.S. Census Bureau re-
port issued in March 2004. Note especially the dramatic rise in the Hispanic portion 
of the American population between 2007 and 2050.

SOURCE: Based on data from U.S. Census Bureau, International Data Base, Table 094, http://
www.census. gov/ipc/www.idbprint.html; Files 2005 and http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/
www/releases/archives/population/010048.html.
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 Multiculturalism seeks ways for people to 
 understand and interact that don’t depend on 
sameness but rather on respect for differences. 
Multiculturalism stresses the interaction of ethnic 
groups and their contribution to the country. It 
assumes that each group has something to offer to 
and learn from the others. Several forces have 
propelled North America away from the assimila-
tionist model toward multiculturalism. First, 
multiculturalism refl ects the fact of recent large-
scale migration, particularly from the “less devel-
oped countries” to the “developed” nations of 
North America and Western Europe. The global 
scale of modern migration introduces unparal-
leled ethnic variety to host nations. Multicultural-
ism is related to globalization: People use modern 
means of transportation to migrate to nations 
whose lifestyles they learn about through the me-
dia and from tourists who increasingly visit their 
own countries.
 Migration also is fueled by rapid population 
growth, coupled with insuffi cient jobs (both for 
educated and uneducated people), in the less de-
veloped countries. As traditional rural economies 
decline or mechanize, displaced farmers move to 
cities, where they and their children often are un-
able to fi nd jobs. As people in the less developed 
countries get better educations, they seek more 
skilled employment. They hope to partake of an 
international culture of consumption that includes 
such modern amenities as refrigerators, televi-
sions, and automobiles (Ahmed 2004).
 In a world with growing rural–urban and 
transnational migration, ethnic identities are used 
increasingly to form self-help organizations fo-
cused mainly on enhancing the group’s economic 
competitiveness (Williams 1989). People claim 
and express ethnic identities for political and eco-
nomic reasons. Michel Laguerre’s (1984, 1998) 
studies of Haitian immigrants in the United States 
show that they mobilize to deal with the discrimi-
natory structure (racist in this case, since Haitians 
tend to be black) of American society. Ethnicity 
(their common Haitian creole language and cul-
tural background) is a basis for their mobilization. 
Haitian ethnicity helps distinguish them from 
 African Americans and other ethnic groups.
 In the face of globalization, much of the world, 
including the entire “democratic West,” is experi-
encing an “ethnic revival.” The new assertiveness 
of long-resident ethnic groups extends to the 
Basques and Catalans in Spain, the Bretons and 
Corsicans in France, and the Welsh and Scots in the 
United Kingdom. See this chapter’s “Appreciating 
Diversity” on page 148 for more on the Basques. 
The United States and Canada are  becoming 
increasingly multicultural, focusing on their inter-
nal diversity (see Laguerre 1999).  “Melting pots” 
no longer, they are better described as ethnic “sal-
ads” (each ingredient remains distinct, although in 
the same bowl, with the same dressing).

while (non-Hispanic) whites (“Anglos”) declined 
from 83 to 65.4 percent. In 1967, fewer than 10 mil-
lion people in the United States (5 percent of the 
population) had been born elsewhere, compared 
with more than 36 million immigrants (12 per-
cent) today (Ohlemacher 2006).
 In 1973, 78 percent of the students in American 
public schools were white, and 22 percent were 
minorities: blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Pacifi c 
 Islanders, and “others.” By 2004, only 57 percent 
of public school students were white, and 43 per-
cent were minorities. If current trends continue, 
minority students will outnumber (non-Hispanic) 
white students by 2015. They already do in 
 California, Hawaii, Mississippi, New Mexico, and 
Texas (Dillon 2006).
 Immigration, mainly from southern and east-
ern Europe, had a similar effect on classroom di-
versity, at least in the largest American cities, a 
century ago. A study of American public schools 
in 1908–1909 found that only 42 percent of those 
urban students were native-born, while 58 per-
cent were immigrants. In a very different (multi-
cultural now versus assimilationist then) context, 
today’s American classrooms have regained the 
ethnic diversity they demonstrated in the early 
1900s, when this author’s German-speaking Austro-
Hungarian-born father and grandparents immi-
grated to the United States.
 One response to ethnic diversifi cation and 
awareness has been for many whites to reclaim 
ethnic identities (Italian, Albanian, Serbian, Lithu-
anian, etc.) and to join ethnic associations (clubs, 
gangs). Some such groups are new. Others have 
existed for decades, although they lost members 
during the assimilationist years of the 1920s 
through the 1950s.

In the United States 

and Canada, multi-

culturalism is of 

growing importance. 

Especially in large 

cities like Toronto 

(shown here), people 

of diverse back-

grounds attend 

ethnic fairs and 

 festivals and feast 

on ethnic foods. 

What are some 

other expressions of 

multiculturalism in 

your society?
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history of Sunni privilege and perceived discrimi-
nation against Shiites, as Shiite militias engaged in 
ethnic (sectarian) cleansing of their own. The situ-
ation remains unresolved as of this writing.

Prejudice and Discrimination
Ethnic confl ict often arises in reaction to prejudice 
(attitudes and judgments) or discrimination  (action). 
Prejudice means devaluing (looking down on) a 
group because of its assumed behavior, values, ca-
pabilities, or attributes. People are prejudiced 
when they hold stereotypes about groups and ap-
ply them to individuals. (Stereotypes are fi xed 
ideas—often unfavorable—about what the mem-
bers of a group are like.) Prejudiced people assume 
that members of the group will act as they are 
“supposed to act” (according to the stereotype) 
and interpret a wide range of individual behaviors 
as evidence of the stereotype. They use this behav-
ior to confi rm their stereotype (and low opinion) 
about the group.
 Discrimination refers to policies and prac-
tices that harm a group and its members. Dis-
crimination may be de facto (practiced, but not 
legally sanctioned) or de jure (part of the law). An 
example of de facto discrimination is the harsher 
treatment that American minorities (compared 
with other Americans) tend to get from the police 
and the judicial system. This unequal treatment 
isn’t legal, but it happens anyway. Segregation 
in the southern United States and apartheid in 
South Africa provide two examples of de jure 

prejudice
Devaluing a group be-
cause of its assumed 
attributes.

stereotypes
Fixed ideas about what 
members of a group 
are like.

discrimination
Policies and practices 
that harm a group and 
its members.

ROOTS OF ETHNIC CONFLICT
Ethnicity, based on perceived cultural similarities 
and differences in a society or nation, can be ex-
pressed in peaceful multiculturalism or in dis-
crimination or violent interethnic confrontation. 
Culture can be both adaptive and maladaptive. 
The perception of cultural differences can have 
disastrous effects on social interaction.
 The roots of ethnic differentiation—and there-
fore, potentially, of ethnic confl ict—can be politi-
cal, economic, religious, linguistic, cultural, or 
racial (see Kuper 2006). Why do ethnic differences 
often lead to confl ict and violence? The causes in-
clude a sense of injustice because of resource dis-
tribution, economic or political competition, and 
reaction to discrimination, prejudice, and other 
expressions of devalued identity (see Friedman 
2003; Ryan 1990, p. xxvii).
 In Iraq, under the dictator Saddam Hussein, 
there was discrimination by one Muslim group 
(Sunnis) against others (Shiites and Kurds). Sun-
nis, although a numeric minority within Iraq’s 
population, enjoyed privileged access to power, 
prestige, and position. After the elections of 2005, 
which many Sunnis chose to boycott, Shiites 
gained political control. A civil war developed out 
of “sectarian violence” (confl icts among sects of 
the same religion) as Sunnis (and their foreign 
supporters) fueled an insurgency against the new 
government and its foreign supporters, including 
the United States. The civil war was evident by 
2006. Shiites retaliated against Sunni attacks and a 

Discrimination re-

fers to policies and 

practices that harm 

a group and its 

members. This pro-

test sign, hoisted in 

New Orleans’ lower 

9th ward, shows 

that at least some 

community resi-

dents see ethnic and 

racial bias in the fact 

that African Ameri-

cans in that city 

bore the brunt of 

Hurricane Katrina’s 

devastation.
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146 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

into our neighborhoods and treat us like dirt.” 
These comments suggest a shortcoming of the mul-
ticultural perspective: Ethnic groups (blacks here) 
expect other ethnic groups in the same nation-state 
to assimilate to some extent to a shared (national) 
culture. The African Americans’ comments invoked 
a general American value system that includes 
friendliness, openness, mutual respect, community 
participation, and “fair play.” Los Angeles blacks 
wanted their Korean neighbors to act more like 
generalized Americans—and good neighbors.

Aftermaths of Oppression
Fueling ethnic confl ict are such forms of discrim-
ination as genocide, forced assimilation, ethno-
cide, and cultural colonialism. The most extreme 
form of ethnic discrimination is genocide, the 
deliberate elimination of a group (such as Jews in 
Nazi Germany, Muslims in Bosnia, or Tutsi in 
Rwanda) through mass murder. A dominant 
group may try to destroy the cultures of certain 
ethnic groups (ethnocide) or force them to adopt 
the dominant culture ( forced assimilation). Many 
countries have penalized or banned the language 
and customs of an ethnic group (including its re-
ligious observances). One example of forced as-
similation is the anti-Basque campaign that the 
dictator Francisco Franco (who ruled between 
1936 and 1975) waged in Spain. Franco banned 
Basque books, journals, newspapers, signs, ser-
mons, and tombstones and imposed fi nes for us-
ing the Basque language in schools. His policies 
led to the formation of a Basque terrorist group 
and spurred strong nationalist sentiment in the 
Basque region (Ryan 1990). This chapter’s “Ap-
preciating Diversity” focuses on the Basques, 
who are unique linguistically and culturally. The 
Basques of France and Spain have maintained a 
strong ethnic identity, perhaps for millennia, and 
their language has no known relatives.
 A policy of ethnic expulsion aims at removing 
groups who are culturally different from a coun-
try. There are many examples, including Bosnia-
Herzegovina in the 1990s. Uganda expelled 74,000 
Asians in 1972. The neofascist parties of contem-
porary Western Europe advocate repatriation 
 (expulsion) of immigrant workers (West Indians 
in England, Algerians in France, and Turks in 
Germany) (see Friedman 2003; Ryan 1990, p. 9). A 
policy of expulsion may create refugees—people 
who have been forced (involuntary refugees) or 
who have chosen (voluntary refugees) to fl ee a 
country, to escape persecution or war.
 In many countries, colonial nation-building left 
ethnic strife in its wake. Thus, over a million 
 Hindus and Muslims were killed in the violence 
that accompanied the division of the Indian sub-
continent into India and Pakistan. Problems be-
tween Arabs and Jews in Palestine began during 
the British mandate period. Recap 6.2 summarizes 

genocide
Deliberate elimination of 
a group through mass 
murder.

ethnocide
Destruction of cultures 
of certain ethnic groups.

refugees
People who fl ee a coun-
try to escape persecu-
tion or war.

discrimination, which no longer are in existence. 
In both systems, by law, blacks and whites had 
different rights and privileges. Their social inter-
action (“mixing”) was legally curtailed.

Chips in the Mosaic
Although the multicultural model is increasingly 
prominent in North America, ethnic competition 
and confl ict also are evident. There is confl ict be-
tween newer arrivals, for instance, Central Amer-
icans and Koreans, and longer-established ethnic 
groups, such as African Americans. Ethnic antag-
onism fl ared in South-Central Los Angeles in 
spring 1992 in rioting that followed the acquittal 
of four white police offi cers who were tried for 
the videotaped beating of Rodney King (see Abel-
mann and Lie 1995).
 Angry blacks attacked whites, Koreans, and 
Latinos. This violence expressed frustration Afri-
can Americans felt about their prospects in an in-
creasingly multicultural society. A New York Times 
CBS News Poll conducted May 8, 1992, just after 
the Los Angeles riots, found that blacks had a 
bleaker outlook than whites on the effects of im-
migration on their lives. Only 23 percent of the 
blacks felt they had more opportunities than re-
cent immigrants, compared with twice that many 
whites (Toner 1992).
 Korean stores were hard hit during the 1992 
riots, and more than a third of the businesses de-
stroyed were Latino-owned. A third of those who 
died in the riots were Latinos. These mainly re-
cent migrants lacked deep roots in the neighbor-
hood and, as Spanish speakers, faced language 
barriers (Newman 1992). Many Koreans also had 
trouble with English.
 Koreans interviewed on ABC’s Nightline on May 
6, 1992, recognized that blacks resented them and 
considered them unfriendly. One man explained, 
“It’s not part of our culture to smile.” African Amer-
icans interviewed on the same program did com-
plain about Korean unfriendliness. “They come 

living anthropology VIDEOS

The Return Home, www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip focuses on ethnic diversity in Bosnia. The war 
of the early 1990s may have ended, but ethnic 
animosity remains. In discussing the living arrangements 
of Croats and Muslims, the narrator of the clip describes 
a “checkerboard” settlement pattern that existed 
before the war. What does he mean by this? The clip 
shows that both Muslims and Croats were displaced by 
the war. Was the village of Bukovica, where the clip is 
mainly set, originally a Muslim or a Croat village? How is 
ethnic difference marked in everyday life, in such 
routine activities as buying things, talking on the phone, 
and driving an automobile?

kot16988_ch06_124-153.indd Page 146  1/25/10  4:16:04 PM user-f470kot16988_ch06_124-153.indd Page 146  1/25/10  4:16:04 PM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles

www.mhhe.com/kottak


Chapter 6  Ethnicity and Race 147

 RECAP 6.2  Types of Ethnic Interaction

TYPE NATURE OF INTERACTION EXAMPLE

POSITIVE

Assimilation Ethnic groups absorbed within dominant culture Brazil; United States in early, mid-20th century

Plural Society Society or region contains economically  Areas of Middle East with farmers/herders;
  interdependent ethnic groups  Swat, Pakistan

Multiculturalism Cultural diversity valued; ethnic cultures  Canada; United States in 21st century
  coexist with dominant culture 

NEGATIVE

Prejudice Devaluing a group based on assumed attributes Worldwide

Discrimination De Jure Legal policies and practices harm ethnic group South African apartheid; former segregation 
   in southern United States

Discrimination De Facto Not legally sanctioned, but practiced Worldwide

Genocide Deliberate elimination of group through  Nazi Germany; Bosnia; Rwanda; 
  mass murder  Cambodia; Darfur

Ethnocide Cultural practices attacked by dominant  Spanish Basques under Franco
  culture or colonial power 

Ethnic Expulsion Forcing ethnic group(s) out of a country or region Uganda (Asians); Serbia; Bosnia; Kosovo

Arab militias, called the Janjaweed, have forced black Africans off their land in the Darfur region of western Sudan 

(shown here) through a campaign of killing, rape, and pillage. The Arab militias, equipped by the Sudanese govern-

ment, are accused of killing up to 30,000 darker-skinned Africans in a campaign that United Nations offi cials say 

constitutes ethnic cleansing and that the United States calls genocide. Since the violence began in March 2003, 

more than one million people have fl ed to refugee camps in Sudan and Chad. In this photo, children play among 

thousands of makeshift huts in the El-Geneina camp.
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In the realms of linguistic and cultural diversity, 
the Basques are distinctive. Having maintained 
a strong ethnic identity, perhaps for millennia, 
the Basques of France and Spain are linguisti-
cally unique; their language is unrelated to any 
other known language. Their homeland lies in 
the western Pyrenees Mountains, straddling the 
French–Spanish border (Figure 6.4). Of the seven 
Basque provinces, three are in France and four 
are in Spain. Although these provinces have not 
been unifi ed politically for nearly a millennium, 
the Basques remain one of Europe’s most dis-
tinctive ethnic groups.

The French Revolution of 1789 ended the politi-

cal autonomy of the three Basque provinces in 

France. During the 19th century in Spain the 

Basques fought on the losing side in two inter-

nal wars, yielding much of their political auton-

omy in defeat. When the Spanish Civil War 

broke out in 1936 the Basques remained loyal 

to the republic, opposing the Spanish dictator, 

Francisco Franco, who eventually defeated 

them. Under Franco’s rule (1936–1975), Basques 

were executed, imprisoned, and exiled, and 

Basque culture was systematically repressed.

 In the late 1950s disaffected Basque youths 

founded ETA (Euskadi Ta Azkatasuna, or 

“Basque Country and Freedom”). Its goal was 

complete independence from Spain (Zulaika 

1988). The ETA’s opposition to Franco escalated 

into violence, which continued thereafter, di-

minishing in recent years. Effective March 24, 

2006, the leaders of ETA announced a cease-

fi re, which held for 15 months through June 

2007. The group continues its quest for full 

Basque independence.

 Franco’s death in 1975 had ushered in an 

era of democracy in Spain. Mainline Basque 

nationalists collaborated in fram-

ing a new constitution, which gave 

considerable autonomy to the 

Basque regions (Trask 1996).

 Since 1979 three Spanish 

Basque provinces have been united 

as the more or less self-governing 

Basque Autonomous Region. The 

Basque language is co-offi cial with 

Spanish in this territory. Spain’s 

fourth Basque province, Navarra, 

formed its own autonomous re-

gion, where the Basque language 

has a degree of offi cial standing. 

Like other regional languages, 

Basque has been victimized in 

France for centuries by laws hostile 

to languages other than French 

(Trask 1996). After generations of 

decline, the number of Basque 

speakers is increasing today. Much 

education, publishing, and broad-

casting now proceed in Basque in 

the Autonomous Region. Still, 

Basque faces the same pressures 

that all other minority languages 

do: Knowledge of the national lan-

guage (Spanish or French) is essen-

tial, and most  education, publishing, 

and broadcasting are in the na-

tional language (Trask 1996).

 How long have the Basques been in their 

homeland? Archaeological evidence suggests 

that a single group of people lived in the 

Basque country continuously from late Paleo-

lithic times through the Bronze Age (about 

3,000 years ago). There is no evidence to sug-

gest that any new population entered the area 

after that (La Fraugh n.d.).

 Historically the Basques have been farm-

ers, herders, and fi shers. (Today most of them 

work in business and industry.) The Basque 

basseria (family farm) once thrived as a 
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mixed-farming unit emphasizing self-suffi -

ciency. The farm family grew wheat, corn, 

vegetables, fruits, and nuts and raised poul-

try, rabbits, pigs, cows, and sheep. Subsis-

tence pursuits increasingly have been 

commercialized, with the production of veg-

etables, dairy products, and fi sh aimed at ur-

ban markets (Greenwood 1976).

 Basque immigrants originally entered North 

America as either Spanish or French nationals. 

Basque Americans, numbering some 50,000, 

now invoke Basqueness as their primary eth-

nic identity. They are concentrated in California, 

Idaho, and Nevada. First-generation immigrants 

usually are fl uent in Basque. They are more 

likely to be bilingual in Basque and English than 

to have their parents’ fl uency in Spanish or 

French (Douglass 1992).

 Building on a traditional occupation in Basque 

country, Basques in the United States are nota-

ble for their identifi cation with sheepherding 

(see Ott 1981). Most of them settled and 

worked in the open-range livestock districts 

of the 13 states of the American West. 

Basques were among the Spanish soldiers, 

explorers, missionaries, and administrators in 

the American Southwest and Spanish Califor-

nia. More Basques came during the California 

gold rush, many from southern South Amer-

ica, where they were established sheepherd-

ers (Douglass 1992).

 Restrictive immigration laws enacted in the 

1920s, which had an anti–southern European 

bias, limited Basque immigration to the United 

States. During World War II, with the country in 

need of shepherds, the U.S. government ex-

empted Basque herders from immigration 

quotas. Between 1950 and 1975, several thou-

sand Basques entered the United States on 

three-year contracts. Later, the decline of the 

U.S. sheep industry would slow Basque immi-

gration dramatically (Douglass 1992).

 Catering to Basque sheepherders, western 

towns had one or more Basque boarding-

houses. The typical one had a bar and a dining 

room, where meals were served family-style at 

long tables. A second fl oor of sleeping rooms 

was reserved for permanent boarders. Also 

lodged were herders in town for a brief visit, 

vacation, or employment layoff or in transit to 

an employer (Echeverria 1999).

 Initially, few Basques came to the United 

States intending to stay. Most early immi-

grants were young, unmarried men. Their 

herding pattern, with solitary summers in the 

mountains, did not fi t well with family life. 

Eventually, Basque men came with the intent 

to stay. They either sent back or went back to 

Europe for brides (few married non-Basques). 

Many brides, of the “mail order” sort, were 

sisters or cousins of an acquaintance made in 

the United States. Basque boardinghouses 

also became a source of spouses. The board-

inghouse owners sent back to Europe for 

women willing to come to America as domes-

tics. Few remained single for long (Douglass 

1992). In these ways Basque Americans drew 

on their homeland society and culture in es-

tablishing the basis of their family and com-

munity life in North America.

 Basques have not escaped discrimination 

in the United States. In the American West, 

sheepherding is an occupation that carries 

some stigma. Mobile sheepherders competed 

with settled livestock interests for access to 

the range. These were some of the sources of 

anti-Basque sentiment and even legislation. 

More recently, newspaper coverage of endur-

ing confl ict in the Basque country, particularly 

the activities of the ETA, has made Basque 

Americans sensitive to the possible charge of 

being terrorist sympathizers (Douglass 1992; 

see also Zulaika 1988).

The herding of sheep, shown here in the Basque homeland (Pyrenees), 

 remained a primary occupation of Basque men who started migrating to the 

American West in the 19th century.
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Summary 1.  An ethnic group refers to members of a particu-
lar culture in a nation or region that contains 
others. Ethnicity is based on actual, perceived, 
or assumed cultural similarities (among mem-
bers of the same ethnic group) and differences 
(between that group and others). Ethnic distinc-

tions can be based on language, religion, history, 
geography, kinship, or race. A race is an ethnic 
group assumed to have a biological basis. Usu-
ally race and ethnicity are ascribed statuses; 
people are born members of a group and remain 
so all their lives.

interaction. Under Soviet rule ethnic minorities 
had very limited self-rule in republics and re-
gions controlled by Moscow. All the republics 
and their peoples were to be united by the one-
ness of “socialist internationalism.” One com-
mon technique in cultural colonialism is to fl ood 
ethnic areas with members of the dominant 
 ethnic group. Thus, in the former Soviet Union, 
ethnic Russian colonists were sent to many ar-
eas, to diminish the cohesion and clout of the 
local people.
 The Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS), founded in 1991 and headquartered in 
Minsk, Belarus, is what remains of the once-
powerful Soviet Union (see Yurchak 2005). In 
Russia and other formerly Soviet nations, ethnic 
groups (nationalities) have sought, and continue 
to seek, to forge separate and viable nation-
states based on cultural boundaries. This cele-
bration of ethnic autonomy is part of an ethnic 
fl orescence that—as surely as globalization and 
transnationalism—is a trend of the late 20th and 
early 21st centuries.

Two faces of ethnic difference in the former Soviet empire. A propaganda poster depicts a happy mix of nationalities that make up the 

population of Kyrgyzstan, Central Asia (left). On the right, in August 2008, ethnic Georgians in a refugee camp near Tblisi, Georgia. They 

fl ed Georgia’s breakaway province, the self-proclaimed new republic of South Ossetia, where Russians were fi ghting the Georgian army. A 

cease-fi re did not end the tension; Georgia still views South Ossetia as Russian-occupied territory.

the various types of ethnic interaction—positive 
and negative—that have been discussed.

Multiculturalism may be growing in the United 
States and Canada, but the opposite is happening 
in the former Soviet Union, where ethnic groups 
(nationalities) want their own nation-states. The 

fl owering of ethnic feeling and confl ict as the 
Soviet empire disintegrated illustrates 

that years of political repression and 
ideology provide insuffi cient com-

mon ground for lasting unity. 
Cultural colonialism refers to 

internal domination—by one 
group and its culture or ideol-
ogy over others. One example 
is the domination over the 
former Soviet empire by Rus-
sian people, language, and 
culture, and by communist 
ideology. The dominant cul-
ture makes itself the offi cial 
culture. This is refl ected in 
schools, the media, and public 

cultural colonialism
Internal domination by 
one group and its culture 
or ideology over others.

Acing the 
COURSE
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2.  Human races are cultural rather than biological 
categories. Such races derive from contrasts per-
ceived in particular societies, rather than from 
scientifi c classifi cations based on common genes. 
In the United States racial labels such as “white” 
and “black” designate socially constructed 
races—categories defi ned by American culture. 
American racial classifi cation, governed by the 
rule of hypodescent, is based on neither pheno-
type nor genes. Children of mixed unions, no 
matter what their appearance, are classifi ed with 
the minority group parent.

3.  Racial attitudes in Japan illustrate intrinsic 
 racism—the belief that a perceived racial differ-
ence is a suffi cient reason to value one person less 
than another. The valued group is majority (pure) 
Japanese, who are believed to share the same 
blood. Majority Japanese defi ne themselves by 
opposition to others, such as Koreans and bura-
kumin. These may be minority groups in Japan or 
outsiders—anyone who is “not us.”

4.  Such exclusionary racial systems are not inevita-
ble. Although Brazil shares a history of slavery 
with the United States, it lacks the hypodescent 
rule. Brazilian racial identity is more of an 
achieved status. It can change during a person’s 
lifetime, refl ecting phenotypical changes.

5.  The term nation once was synonymous with ethnic 
group. Now nation has come to mean a state—a 
centrally organized political unit. Because of mi-
gration, conquest, and colonialism, most nation-

states are not ethnically homogeneous. Ethnic 
groups that seek autonomous political status 
(their own country) are nationalities. Political up-
heavals, wars, and migrations have divided many 
imagined national communities.

6.  Assimilation describes the process of change an 
ethnic group may experience when it moves to a 
country where another culture dominates. By as-
similating, the minority adopts the patterns and 
norms of its host culture. Assimilation isn’t in-
evitable, and there can be ethnic harmony with-
out it. A plural society combines ethnic contrasts 
and economic interdependence between ethnic 
groups. The view of cultural diversity in a  nation- 
state as good and desirable is multiculturalism. 
A multicultural society socializes individuals 
not only into the dominant (national) culture but 
also into an ethnic one.

7.  Ethnicity can be expressed in peaceful multicultur-
alism, or in discrimination or violent confrontation. 
Ethnic confl ict often arises in reaction to prejudice 
(attitudes and judgments) or discrimination (ac-
tion). The most extreme form of ethnic discrimina-
tion is genocide, the deliberate elimination of a 
group through mass murder. A dominant group 
may try to destroy certain ethnic practices (ethno-
cide) or to force ethnic group members to adopt the 
dominant culture (forced assimilation). A policy of 
ethnic expulsion may create refugees. Cultural co-
lonialism refers to internal domination—by one 
group and its culture or ideology over others.

achieved status 127
ascribed status 127
assimilation 142
colonialism 142
cultural colonialism 150
descent 136
discrimination 145
ethnic group 127
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ethnocide 146
genocide 146
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multiculturalism 143
nation 141

nationalities 141
nation-state 141
phenotype 129
plural society 143
prejudice 145
race 128
racial classifi cation 129
racism 128
refugees 146
state 141
status 127
stereotypes 145
stratifi ed 139

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. What is the term for the identifi cation with, and 
feeling part of, an ethnic tradition and exclusion 
from other ethnic traditions?
a. culture shock
b. cultural relativism
c. ethnicity
d. assimilation
e. ethnocentrism

 2. What is the term for a social status that is not 
automatic; that comes through choices, actions, 
effects, talents, or accomplishments; and that 
may be positive or negative?
a. ascribed status
b. situational status
c. negotiated status
d. ethnicity
e. achieved status

Test 
Yourself!
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152 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

 3. People may engage in a variety of different so-
cial statuses during their lives, or even during 
the course of a day. When claimed or perceived 
identity varies depending on the audience, this 
is called
a. ethnic identity.
b. racial substitution.
c. discourse analysis.
d. rotating core personality traits.
e. situational negotiation of social 

identity.

 4. Some biologists use “race” to refer to “breeds,” 
as of dogs or roses. Such domesticated “races” 
have been bred by humans for generations. 
 Humanity (Homo sapiens) lacks such races 
because
a. they are politically incorrect.
b. human populations have not been isolated 

enough from one another to develop such 
discrete groups.

c. humans are superior to dogs and roses.
d. human populations have experienced a 

type of controlled breeding distinct from 
that experienced by dogs and roses.

e. humans are less genetically predictable 
than dogs and roses.

 5. In the early 20th century, anthropologist Franz 
Boas described changes in skull form among 
the children of Europeans who had migrated to 
North America. He found that these changes 
could not be explained by genetics. His fi ndings 
underscore the fact that
a. while the environment infl uences pheno-

type, genetics are a more powerful deter-
minant of racial differences.

b. the politics of migration only gets worse 
with the input of science.

c. describing changes in skull form is the 
most accurate way to study the impact of 
migration on traveling populations.

d. phenotypical similarities and differences 
don’t necessarily have a genetic basis.

e. even well-intentioned science can be used 
for racist ends.

 6. Rather than attempting to classify humans 
into racial categories, biologists and anthro-
pologists are
a. increasingly focusing their attention on ex-

plaining why specifi c biological variations 
occur.

b. denying the existence of any biological 
variation among humankind.

c. attempting to create new categories based 
on blood type only.

d. confi dent that earlier notions of racial 
 categories are valid.

e. trying to verify the anthropometric data 
from the turn of the 20th century.

 7. By acting as a natural sunscreen, melanin con-
fers a selective advantage on darker-skinned 
people living in the tropics. In this part of the 
world, darker skin
a. reduces the susceptibility to folate destruc-

tion, and thus helps prevent folate defi cien-
cies such as neural tube defects (in the case 
of pregnant women).

b. is associated with reduced sperm production 
(by men).

c. confers an advantage by increasing human 
mating success.

d. stimulates the production of folic acid in 
pregnant women and thus helps prevent 
premature births.

e. limits sweat production and helps keep the 
body cool.

 8. What is the term for the belief that a perceived 
racial difference is a suffi cient reason to value 
one person less than another (such as in the 
case of burakumin in Japan)?
a. extrinsic racism
b. hypodescent
c. intrinsic racism
d. hyperdescent
e. de jure discrimination

 9. Which of the following helps explain the differ-
ences between American and Brazilian social 
constructions of race?
a. Brazilian plantation landlords had sexual 

relations with their slaves.
b. Brazil lacked large native populations.
c. The Portuguese language has a greater 

number of intermediate color terms than 
the English language.

d. Historically in Brazil, freed offspring of 
master and slave fi lled many intermediate 
positions in the emerging Brazilian 
economy.

e. Colonial Brazil has much less phenotypical 
diversity than did the United States.

10. Which of the following statements about 
ethnic groups that once had, or wish to have 
or regain, autonomous political status is not 
true?
a. They are often minorities in the nation in 

which they live.
b. They have been called “imagined 

communities.”
c. They include or have included the Kurds 

and Germans.
d. They are called nationalities.
e. Their members usually meet regularly 

face-to-face.
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FILL IN THE BLANK

1. Given the lack of distinction between race and ethnicity, this chapter suggests the term  instead 
of race to describe any such social group.

2.  refers to an organism’s evident traits, its “manifest biology.” 

3.  is the view of cultural diversity as valuable and worth maintaining.

4.  is the internal domination by one group and its culture/ideology over others.

5.  refers to the devaluing of a group because of its assumed behavior, values, abilities, or 
attributes.

CRITICAL THINKING

1. What are the problems with human racial classifi cation?

2. Name fi ve social statuses you currently occupy. Which of those statuses are ascribed, and which ones are 
achieved? Are any of these statuses mutually exclusive? Which are contextual?

3. What explains skin color in humans? Are the processes that determined skin color in humans still con-
tinuing today? If so, what are some examples of this?

4. In describing the recent history of the census in the United States, this chapter notes how the National 
 Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Council of La Raza (a Hispanic 
 advocacy group) have opposed adding a “multiracial” census category. What does this suggest about 
 racial categories?

5. This chapter describes different types of ethnic interaction. What are they? Are they positive or negative? 
Anthropologists have and continue to make important contributions to understanding past and ongoing 
cases of ethnic confl ict. What are some examples of this? 

Multiple Choice: 1. (C); 2. (E); 3. (E); 4. (B); 5. (D); 6. (A); 7. (A); 8. (C); 9. (D); 10. (E); Fill in the Blank: 1. ethnic group; 2. Phenotype; 
3. Multiculturalism; 4. Cultural colonialism; 5. Prejudice
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What are the major 

adaptive strategies 

found in 

nonindustrial 

societies?

What is an 

economy, and what 

is economizing 

behavior?

What principles 

regulate the 

exchange of goods 

and services in 

various societies?

In traditional societies, one’s 

work mates usually are also 

one’s kin. Kin ties link village 

net fi shers who live and work 

along Dal Lake in India’s 

Kashmir province. 
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ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES
Compared with hunting and gathering 
(foraging), the advent of food production
(plant cultivation and animal domestica-
tion) fueled major changes in human life, 
such as the formation of larger social and 

political systems—eventually states. The 
pace of cultural transformation increased 
enormously. This chapter provides a frame-
work for understanding a variety of hu-
man adaptive strategies and economic 
systems—ranging from hunting and gath-
ering to farming and herding.

The necessities of work, marriage, and 

raising children are fundamental. 

However, in the non-Western societ-

ies where the study of anthropology 

originated, the need to balance work (econ-

omy) and family (society) wasn’t as stark as it 

is for us. In traditional societies, one’s work-

mates usually were also one’s kin. There was 

no need for a “take your child to work” day 

because most women did that every day. Peo-

ple didn’t work with strangers. Home and of-

fi ce, society and economy, were intertwined.

 The fact that subsistence and sociality are 

both basic human needs creates confl icts in 

modern society. People have to make choices 

about allocating their time and energy be-

tween work and family. Parents in dual-earner 

and single-parent households always have 

faced a work-family time bind, and the num-

ber of Americans living in such households 

has almost doubled in recent decades. Fewer 

than one third of American wives worked out-

side the home in 1960, compared with almost 

two-thirds today. That same year, only one 

fi fth of married women with children under 

age six were in the work force, versus three-

fi fths today. With women increasingly able to 

make it “on their own,” the economic impor-

tance of marriage has declined. In 2007, for 

the fi rst time ever, the percentage of adult 

American women who were then unmarried 

exceeded 50.

 Think about the choices your parents have 

made in terms of economic versus social goals. 

Have their decisions maximized their incomes, 

their lifestyles, their individual happiness, fam-

ily benefi ts, or what? What about you? What 

factors motivated you when you chose to ap-

ply to and attend college? Did you want to stay 

close to home, to attend college with friends, 

or to maintain a romantic attachment (all so-

cial reasons)? Did you seek the lowest tuition 

and college costs—or get a generous scholar-

ship (economic decisions)? Did you choose 

prestige, or perhaps the likelihood that one 

day you would earn more money because of 

the reputation of your alma mater (maximizing 

prestige and future wealth)? Economists tend 

to assume that the profi t motive rules in con-

temporary society. However, different individu-

als, like different cultures, may choose to 

pursue goals other than monetary gain.

 Studies show that most American women 

now expect to join the paid labor force, just as 

men do. But the family remains attractive. Most 

young women also plan to stay home with small 

children and return to the work force once their 

children enter school. How about you? If you 

have defi nite career plans, how do you imagine 

your work will fi t in with your future family life—if 

you have one planned? What do your parents 

want most for you—a successful career or a 

happy family life with children? Probably both. 

Will it be easy to fulfi ll such expectations?
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Map 12 displays the 
kinds of self-
sustaining economies 
that existed 
throughout the world 
in C.E. 1500. In North 
America, biodiversity 
allowed various 
forms of foraging 
(hunting and 
gathering) as well as 
plant cultivation.

anthropology ATLAS

deserts and very cold areas—places where food 
production was not practicable with simple 
technology (see Lee and Daly 1999). In many ar-
eas, foragers had been exposed to the “idea” of 
food production but never adopted it because 
their own economies provided a perfectly ade-
quate and nutritious diet—with a lot less work. 
In some areas, people reverted to foraging after 
trying food production and abandoning it. In 
most areas where hunter-gatherers did survive, 
foraging should be described as “recent” rather 
than “contemporary.” All modern foragers live 
in nation-states, depend to some extent on gov-
ernment assistance, and have contacts with 
food-producing neighbors as well as missionar-
ies and other outsiders. We should not view 
contemporary foragers as isolated or pristine 
survivors of the Stone Age. Modern foragers are 
infl uenced by regional forces (e.g., trade and 
war), national and international policies, 
and political and economic events in the 
world system.
 Although foraging is disappearing as a 
way of life, the outlines of Africa’s two 
broad belts of recent foraging remain evi-
dent. One is the Kalahari Desert of south-
ern Africa. This is the home of the San 
(“Bushmen”), who include the Ju/’hoansi 
(see Kent 1996; Lee 2003). The other main 
African foraging area is the equatorial for-
est of central and eastern  Africa, home of 
the Mbuti, Efe, and other “pygmies” (Bailey 
et al. 1989; Turnbull 1965).
 People still do, or until recently did, subsistence 
foraging in certain remote forests in Madagascar; 
in Southeast Asia, including Malaysia and the 
Philippines; and on certain islands off the Indian 
coast (Lee and Daly 1999). Some of the best-known 
recent foragers are the aborigines of Australia. 
Those Native Australians lived on their island 
continent for more than 50,000 years without de-
veloping food production.
 The Western Hemisphere also had recent for-
agers. The Eskimos, or Inuit, of Alaska and Canada 
are well-known hunters. These (and other) north-
ern foragers now use modern technology, includ-
ing rifl es and snowmobiles, in their subsistence 
activities (Pelto 1973). The native populations of 
California, Oregon, Washington, British Colum-
bia, and Alaska all were foragers, as were those of 
inland subarctic Canada and the Great Lakes. For 
many Native Americans, fi shing, hunting, and 
gathering remain important subsistence (and 
sometimes commercial) activities.
 Coastal foragers also lived near the southern 
tip of South America, in Patagonia. On the grassy 
plains of Argentina, southern Brazil, Uruguay, 
and Paraguay, there were other hunter-gatherers. 
The contemporary Aché of Paraguay are usually 
called “hunter-gatherers” even though they get 
just a third of their livelihood from foraging. The 

 The anthropologist Yehudi Cohen (1974b) used 
the term adaptive strategy to describe a group’s 
system of economic production. Cohen argued 
that the most important reason for similarities be-
tween two (or more) unrelated societies is their 
possession of a similar adaptive strategy. For ex-
ample, there are clear similarities among societies 
that have a foraging (hunting and gathering) strat-
egy. Cohen developed a typology of societies based 
on correlations between their economies and their 
social features. His typology includes these fi ve 
adaptive strategies: foraging, horticulture, agricul-
ture, pastoralism, and industrialism. Industrialism 
is discussed in the chapter “The World System and 
Colonialism.” The present chapter focuses on the 
fi rst four adaptive strategies.

FORAGING
Until 10,000 years ago, people everywhere were 
foragers, also known as hunter-gatherers. How-
ever, environmental differences did create sub-
stantial contrasts among the world’s foragers. 
Some, such as the people who lived in Europe 
during the ice ages, were big-game hunters. To-
day, hunters in the Arctic still focus on large ani-
mals and herd animals; they have much less 
vegetation and variety in their diets than do trop-
ical foragers. In general, as one moves from colder 
to warmer areas, there is an increase in the num-
ber of species. The tropics contain tremendous 
biodiversity, a great variety of plant and animal 
species, many of which have been used by human 
foragers. Tropical foragers typically hunt and 
gather a wide range of plant and animal life. The 
same may be true in temperate areas, such as the 
North Pacifi c Coast of North America, where Na-
tive American foragers could draw on a rich vari-
ety of land and sea resources, including salmon, 
other fi sh species, berries, mountain goats, seals, 
and sea mammals. Nevertheless, despite differ-
ences due to environmental variation, all foraging 
economies have shared one essential feature: Peo-
ple rely on available natural resources for their 
subsistence, rather than controlling the reproduc-
tion of plants and animals.
 Such control came with the advent of animal 
domestication (initially of sheep and goats) and 
plant cultivation (of wheat and barley), which be-
gan 10,000 to 12,000 years ago in the Middle East. 
Cultivation based on different crops, such as 
maize, manioc (cassava), and potatoes, arose in-
dependently in the Americas. In both hemi-
spheres the new economy spread rapidly. Today, 
almost all foragers have at least some depen-
dence on food production or on food producers 
(Kent 1992).
 The foraging way of life survived into mod-
ern times in certain environments (see Figure 7.1), 
including a few islands and forests, along with 

adaptive strategy
Means of making a living; 
productive system.
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belt 45 to 125 miles (70 to 200 kilometers) in breadth. 
The Dobe area is hard to reach even today, and 
there is no archaeological evidence of occupation of 
this area by food producers before the 20th century 
(Solway and Lee 1990). However, environmental 
limits to other adaptive strategies aren’t the only 
reason foragers survived. Their niches had one 
thing in common: their marginality. Their environ-
ments were not of immediate interest to groups 
with other adaptive strategies.
 Most of the estimated 100,000 San who sur-
vive today live in poverty on society’s fringes. 
Each year, more and more foragers come under 
the control of nation-states and are infl uenced 
by forces of globalization. As described by 
Motseta (2006), between 1997 and 2002, the gov-
ernment of Botswana in southern Africa relo-
cated about 3,000 Basarwa San Bushmen outside 
their ancestral territory, which was converted 
into a reserve for wildlife protection. The Basarwa 
received some compensation for their land, 
along with access to schools, medical facilities, 
and job training in resettlement centers. How-
ever, critics claim this resettlement turned a so-
ciety of free hunter-gatherers into communities 
dependent on food aid and government hand-
outs (Motseta 2006).

Aché also grow crops, have domesticated ani-
mals, and live in or near mission posts, where 
they receive food from missionaries (Hawkes, 
O’Connell, and Hill 1982; Hill et al. 1987).
 The hunter-gatherer way of life did persist in a 
few areas that could be cultivated, even after con-
tact with cultivators. Those tenacious foragers, such 
as indigenous foragers in what is now  California, 
Oregon, Washington, and British  Columbia, did 
not turn to food production because they were 
supporting themselves very adequately by hunt-
ing and gathering (see the section on the potlatch 
at the end of this chapter). As the modern world 
system spreads, the number of foragers continues 
to decline. Recap 7.1 summarizes locations and 
attributes of foragers.

San: Then and Now
Throughout the world, foraging survived in envi-
ronments that posed major obstacles to food pro-
duction. (Some foragers took refuge in such areas 
after the rise of food production, the state, colonial-
ism, or the modern world system.) The diffi culties 
of cultivating at the North Pole are obvious. In 
southern Africa, the Dobe Ju/’hoansi San area stud-
ied by Richard Lee is surrounded by a waterless 

PACIFIC
OCEAN

PACIFIC
OCEAN

INDIAN
OCEAN

ATLANTIC
OCEAN 

ATLANTIC
OCEAN 

ARCTIC  OCEAN

Equator

Tropic of Cancer

80°N

0°

20°N

40°N

20°S

40°S

100°W120°W140°W

60°S

20°S

0°

20°N

40°N

80°N

0°20°W 60°E 80°E 160°E

Tropic of Capricorn

Antarctic Circle

Arctic Circle

1

2
3
4

5 6 7

8

9

10

11

12 13

14

15
16

23

24

30

25 22
20

18

17

19

29

26

21

27
28

2,000 km

0

0

1,000 2,000 mi

1,000 Historically Known Foragers (Hunter-gatherers)

 1-Eskimos or Inuit
 2-Subarctic Indians
 3-Northwest Coast Indians
 4-Plateau Indians
 5-California Indians
 6-Great Basin Indians
 7-Plains Indians
 8-Amazon Basin
    Hunter-gatherers
 9-Gran Chaco Indians
10-Tehuelche

11-Fuegians
12-”Pygmies”
13-Okiek
14-Hadza
15-San
16-Native
     Australians
17-Maori
18-Toala
19-Agta
20-Punan

21-Kubu
22-Semang
23-Andaman
     Islanders
24-Mlabri
25-Vedda
26-Kadar
27-Chenchu
28-Birhor
29-Ainu
30-Chukchi

FIGURE 7.1 Worldwide Distribution of Recent Hunter-Gatherers.

SOURCE: Adaptation of map and key by Ray Sim, in Göran Burenhult, ed., Encyclopedia of Humankind: People of the Stone Age (McMahons 
Point, NSW, Australia: Weldon Owen, 1993), p. 193. © Weldon Owen Pty. Ltd. Used with permission.
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the lawsuit would have automatic right of return 
with their children, compared with some 2,000 
Basarwa wishing to return. The others would 
have to apply for special permits. Returning 
Basarwa would be allowed to build only tempo-
rary structures and to use enough water for sub-
sistence needs. Water would be a major obstacle 
since the government shut the main well in 2002, 
and water is scarce in the Kalahari. Furthermore, 
anyone wishing to hunt would have to apply for 
a permit.

 In 2006 Botswana’s High Court ruled that the 
Basarwa had been wrongly evicted from the 
“Central Kalahari Game Reserve.” In the context 
of global political action for cultural rights, this 
verdict was hailed as a victory for indigenous 
peoples around the world (Motseta 2006). In De-
cember 2006, Botswana’s attorney general recog-
nized the court order to allow the Basarwa to 
return to their ancestral lands, while imposing 
conditions likely to prevent most of them from 
doing so. Only the 189 people who actually fi led 

 RECAP 7.1 Foragers Then and Now

GEOGRAPHIC LOCATIONS

ARCHAEOLOGICALLY KNOWN FORAGERS Europe: Paleolithic big game hunters

 Europe, Japan, Middle East, elsewhere: Mesolithic broad-spectrum foragers

 Africa: Stone Age hunters and gatherers

RECENT (ETHNOGRAPHICALLY KNOWN)  Africa:
FORAGERS OLD WORLD  Kalahari Desert, southern Africa: San (“Bushmen”)
  Equatorial forest, central & eastern Africa: Mbuti, Efe (“pygmies”)

 Madagascar, remote forests: Mikea

 Southeast Asia—Malaysia and Philippines: Tasaday

 Islands off India’s coast: Andaman Islanders

 Australia: entire continent—Native Australians (“aborigines”)

WESTERN HEMISPHERE Eskimos, or Inuit: Alaska and Canada

 N. Pacifi c coast: California, Oregon, Washington, British Columbia, and Alaska

 Inland subarctic Canada and U.S. Great Lakes

 South America:
  coastal Patagonia
  pampas: Argentina, southern Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay

GENERALIZATIONS ABOUT FORAGERS

 Not pristine “survivors of the Stone Age.”

 Recent rather than contemporary.

 Rely on natural resources for subsistence.

 Don’t control plant and animal reproduction.

 Environments posed major obstacles to food production.

 Live on or in islands, forests, deserts, very cold areas.

 Some knew about food production but rejected it.

 Some fl ed food production, states, or colonial rule.

ALL FORAGERS TODAY Live in nation-states.

 Depend on outside assistance.

 Have signifi cant contact with outsiders.

 Are infl uenced by:
  food-producing economies
  regional forces (e.g., trade and war)
  national and international policies
  political and economic events in the world system
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160 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

people. Later, they regrouped for cooperative 
work and ceremonies.
 Several examples of seasonal splits and re-
unions are known from ethnography and archae-
ology. In southern Africa, some San aggregated 
around waterholes in the dry season and split up 
in the wet season, whereas other bands dispersed 
in the dry season (Barnard 1979; Kent 1992). This 
refl ected environmental variation. San who lacked 
permanent water had to disperse and forage 
widely for moisture-fi lled plants. In ancient 
 Oaxaca, Mexico, before the advent of plant culti-
vation there around 4,000 years ago, foragers as-
sembled in large bands in summer. They 
collectively harvested tree pods and cactus fruits. 
Then, in fall, they split into much smaller family 
groups to hunt deer and gather grasses and plants 
that were effectively foraged by small teams.
 One typical characteristic of the foraging life is 
mobility. In many San groups, as among the Mbuti 
of Congo, people shifted band membership sev-
eral times in a lifetime. One might be born, for 
example, in a band where one’s mother had kin. 
Later, one’s family might move to a band where 
the father had relatives. Because bands were ex-
ogamous (people married outside their own 
band), one’s parents came from two different 
bands, and one’s grandparents might have come 

Correlates of Foraging
Typologies, including Cohen’s adaptive strategies, 
are useful because they suggest correlations—that 
is, association or covariation between two or more 
variables. (Correlated variables are factors that 
are linked and interrelated, such as food intake 
and body weight, such that when one increases or 
decreases, the other tends to change, too.) Ethno-
graphic studies in hundreds of societies have re-
vealed many correlations between the economy 
and social life. Associated (correlated) with each 
adaptive strategy is a bundle of particular cultural 
features. Correlations, however, are rarely perfect. 
Some foragers lacked cultural features usually 
 associated with foraging, while some of those 
 features were present in groups with other adap-
tive strategies.
 What, then, are some correlates of foraging? 
People who subsisted by hunting, gathering, and 
fi shing often lived in band-organized societies. 
Their basic social unit, the band, was a small 
group of fewer than a hundred people, all related 
by kinship or marriage. Band size varied among 
cultures and often from one season to the next in 
a given culture. In some foraging societies, band 
size stayed the same year-round. In others, the 
band split up for part of the year. Families left to 
gather resources better exploited by just a few 

correlation
Association; when one 
variable changes, 
 another does, too.

band
Basic social unit among 
foragers; fewer than 
100 people; may split 
seasonally.

On December 13, 

2006, San men and 

women celebrate 

outside court in 

 Lobatse, Botswana. 

The court had just 

ruled that the plain-

tiffs could return to 

live and hunt on 

their ancestral lands, 

which had been en-

closed within a 

game reserve.
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some cultivating or by trading with neighbors. 
Food producers also may hunt or gather to sup-
plement a diet based on domesticated species.

Horticulture
Horticulture and agriculture are two types of cul-
tivation found in nonindustrial societies. Both dif-
fer from the farming systems of industrial nations 
like the United States and Canada, which use 
large land areas, machinery, and petrochemicals. 
According to Cohen, horticulture is cultivation 
that makes intensive use of none of the factors of 
production: land, labor, capital, and machinery. 
Horticulturalists use simple tools such as hoes 
and digging sticks to grow their crops. Their fi elds 
are not permanently cultivated and lie fallow for 
varying lengths of time.
 Horticulture often involves slash-and-burn tech-
niques. Here, horticulturalists clear land by cut-
ting down (slashing) and burning forest or bush 
or by setting fi re to the grass covering a plot. The 
vegetation is broken down, pests are killed, and 
the ashes remain to fertilize the soil. Crops are 
then sown, tended, and harvested. Use of the plot 
is not continuous. Often it is cultivated for only a 
year. This depends, however, on soil fertility and 
weeds, which compete with cultivated plants for 
nutrients.

horticulture
Nonindustrial plant 
 cultivation with fallowing.

from four. People could join any band to which 
they had kinship or marriage links. A couple 
could live in, or shift between, the husband’s band 
and the wife’s band.
 One also could affi liate with a band through 
fi ctive kinship—personal relationships modeled 
on kinship, such as that between godparents and 
godchildren. San, for example, have a limited 
number of personal names. People with the same 
name have a special relationship; they treat each 
other like siblings. San expected the same hospi-
tality in bands where they had namesakes as they 
did in a band where a real sibling lived. Kinship, 
marriage, and fi ctive kinship permitted San to 
join several bands. Nomadic (regularly on-the-
move) foragers changed bands often, so that band 
membership could vary substantially from year 
to year.
 Human societies have tended to encourage a 
division of labor based on gender (see the chapter 
on gender for much more on this). Among forag-
ers, men typically hunted and fi shed while women 
gathered and collected, but the specifi c nature of 
the work varied among cultures. Sometimes 
women’s work contributed most to the diet. 
Sometimes male hunting and fi shing predomi-
nated. Among foragers in tropical and semitropi-
cal areas, gathering often contributed more to the 
diet than hunting and fi shing did—even though 
the labor costs of gathering were much higher 
than those of hunting and fi shing.
 All foragers have maintained social distinc-
tions based on age. Often old people received 
great respect as guardians of myths, legends, sto-
ries, and traditions. Younger people valued the 
elders’ special knowledge of ritual and practical 
matters. Most foraging societies were egalitarian, 
with contrasts in prestige minor and based on age 
and gender.
 When considering issues of “human nature,” 
we should remember that the egalitarian band 
was a basic form of human social life for most of 
our history. Food production has existed less than 
1 percent of the time Homo has been on Earth. 
However, it has produced huge social differences. 
We now consider the main economic features of 
food-producing strategies.

CULTIVATION
In Cohen’s typology, the three adaptive strategies 
based on food production in nonindustrial societ-
ies are horticulture, agriculture, and pastoralism. 
In non-Western cultures, as is also true in modern 
nations, people carry out a variety of economic 
activities. Each adaptive strategy refers to the 
main economic activity. Pastoralists (herders), for 
example, consume milk, butter, blood, and meat 
from their animals as mainstays of their diet. 
However, they also add grain to the diet by doing 

In slash-and-burn 

horticulture, the land 

is cleared by cutting 

down (slashing) and 

burning trees and 

bush, using simple 

technology. After 

such clearing this 

woman uses a dig-

ging stick to plant 

mountain rice in 

Madagascar. What 

might be the envi-

ronmental effects of 

slash-and-burn 

cultivation?
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Kamayurá knew how to control their own slash-
and-burn cultivation. Now, due to drier weather, 
forest fi res are out of hand. Once too moist to ig-
nite, the forest has become fl ammable. In 2007, 
Xingu National Park burned for the fi rst time, and 
thousands of acres were destroyed.

Agriculture
Agriculture is cultivation that requires more la-
bor than horticulture does, because it uses land 
intensively and continuously. The greater labor 
demands associated with agriculture refl ect its 
common use of domesticated animals, irrigation, 
or terracing.

Domesticated Animals
Many agriculturalists use animals as means of 
production—for transport, as cultivating ma-
chines, and for their manure. Asian farmers typi-
cally incorporate cattle and/or water buffalo into 
agricultural economies based on rice production. 
Rice farmers may use cattle to trample pretilled 
fl ooded fi elds, thus mixing soil and water, prior to 
transplanting. Many agriculturalists attach ani-
mals to plows and harrows for fi eld preparation 
before planting or transplanting. Also, agricultur-
alists typically collect manure from their animals, 
using it to fertilize their plots, thus increasing 
yields. Animals are attached to carts for transport 
as well as to implements of cultivation.

Irrigation
While horticulturalists must await the rainy sea-
son, agriculturalists can schedule their planting in 
advance, because they control water. Like other 
irrigation experts in the Philippines, the Ifugao 
(Figure 7.2) irrigate their fi elds with canals from 
rivers, streams, springs, and ponds. Irrigation 
makes it possible to cultivate a plot year after 
year. Irrigation enriches the soil because the irri-
gated fi eld is a unique ecosystem with several 
species of plants and animals, many of them min-
ute organisms, whose wastes fertilize the land.
 An irrigated fi eld is a capital investment that 
usually increases in value. It takes time for a fi eld 
to start yielding; it reaches full productivity only 
after several years of cultivation. The Ifugao, like 
other irrigators, have farmed the same fi elds for 
generations. In some agricultural areas, including 
the Middle East, however, salts carried in the 
 irrigation water can make fi elds unusable after 
50 or 60 years.

Terracing
Terracing is another agricultural technique the 
 Ifugao have mastered. Their homeland has small 
valleys separated by steep hillsides. Because the 
population is dense, people need to farm the hills. 
However, if they simply planted on the steep hill-
sides, fertile soil and crops would be washed 

agriculture
Cultivation using land 
and labor continuously 
and intensively.

 When horticulturalists abandon a plot because 
of soil exhaustion or a thick weed cover, they clear 
another piece of land, and the original plot reverts 
to forest. After several years of fallowing (the du-
ration varies in different societies), the cultivator 
returns to farm the original plot again. Horticul-
ture is also called shifting cultivation. Such shifts 
from plot to plot do not mean that whole villages 
must move when plots are abandoned. Horticul-
ture can support large permanent villages. Among 
the Kuikuru of the South American tropical for-
est, for example, one village of 150 people re-
mained in the same place for 90 years (Carneiro 
1956). Kuikuru houses are large and well made. 
Because the work involved in building them is 
great, the Kuikuru would rather walk farther to 
their fi elds than construct a new village. They 
shift their plots rather than their settlements. On 
the other hand, horticulturalists in the montaña 
(Andean foothills) of Peru live in small villages of 
about 30 people (Carneiro 1961/1968). Their 
houses are small and simple. After a few years in 
one place, these people build new villages near 
virgin land. Because their houses are so simple, 
they prefer rebuilding to walking even a half-mile 
to their fi elds.
 This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” 
describes “A World on Fire,” the impacts of defor-
estation and climate change on Native Americans 
living in Brazil’s Xingu National Park. Tradition-
ally the Kamayurá Indians described in “Appreci-
ating Anthropology” relied on a combination of 
fi shing, hunting, and horticulture (mainly based 
on manioc or cassava) for their livelihood. The 

FIGURE 7.2 Location of the Ifugao.
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West Africa and highland Mexico. Sectorial fal-
lowing is associated with denser populations than 
is simple horticulture.
 The key difference between horticulture and 
agriculture is that horticulture always uses a fal-
low period whereas agriculture does not. The 
earliest cultivators in the Middle East and in 
Mexico were rainfall-dependent horticultural-
ists. Until recently, horticulture was the main 
form of cultivation in several areas, including 
parts of Africa, Southeast Asia, the Pacifi c is-
lands, Mexico, Central America, and the South 
American tropical forest.

Intensifi cation: People and 
the Environment
The range of environments available for food pro-
duction has widened as people have increased 
their control over nature. For example, in 
arid areas of California, where Native 
Americans once foraged, modern irriga-
tion technology now sustains rich agri-
cultural estates. Agriculturalists live in 
many areas that are too arid for nonirri-
gators or too hilly for nonterracers. Many 
ancient civilizations in arid lands arose 
on an agricultural base. Increasing labor 
intensity and permanent land use have 
major demographic, social, political, and 
environmental consequences.

away during the rainy season. To prevent this, 
the Ifugao cut into the hillside and build stage 
after stage of terraced fi elds rising above the 
valley fl oor. Springs located above the terraces 
supply their irrigation water. The labor neces-
sary to build and maintain a system of terraces 
is great. Terrace walls crumble each year and 
must be partially rebuilt. The canals that bring 
water down through the terraces also demand 
attention.

Costs and Benefi ts of Agriculture
Agriculture requires human labor to build and 
maintain irrigation systems, terraces, and other 
works. People must feed, water, and care for their 
animals. Given suffi cient labor input and man-
agement, agricultural land can yield one or two 
crops annually for years or even generations. An 
agricultural fi eld does not necessarily produce a 
higher single-year yield than does a horticultural 
plot. The fi rst crop grown by horticulturalists on 
long-idle land may be larger than that from an 
agricultural plot of the same size. Furthermore, 
because agriculturalists work harder than horti-
culturalists do, agriculture’s yield relative to the 
labor invested is also lower. Agriculture’s main 
advantage is that the long-term yield per area is 
far greater and more dependable. Because a single 
fi eld sustains its owners year after year, there is 
no need to maintain a reserve of uncultivated 
land as horticulturalists do. This is why agricul-
tural societies tend to be more densely populated 
than are horticultural ones.

The Cultivation Continuum
Because nonindustrial economies can have fea-
tures of both horticulture and agriculture, it is 
useful to discuss cultivators as being arranged 
along a cultivation continuum. Horticultural sys-
tems stand at one end—the “low-labor, shifting-
plot” end. Agriculturalists are at the other—the 
“labor-intensive, permanent-plot” end.
 We speak of a continuum because there are to-
day intermediate economies, combining horticul-
tural and agricultural features—more intensive 
than annually shifting horticulture but less inten-
sive than agriculture. Unlike nonintensive horti-
culturalists, who farm a plot just once before 
fallowing it, the South American Kuikuru grow 
two or three crops of manioc, or cassava—an edi-
ble tuber—before abandoning their plots. Culti-
vation is even more intense in certain densely 
populated areas of Papua New Guinea, where 
plots are planted for two or three years, allowed 
to rest for three to fi ve, and then recultivated. Af-
ter several of these cycles, the plots are abandoned 
for a longer fallow period. Such a pattern is called 
sectorial fallowing (Wolf 1966). Besides Papua New 
Guinea, such systems occur in places as distant as 

cultivation 
continuum
Continuum of land and 
labor use.

Agriculture requires more labor than horticulture does and uses land inten-

sively and continuously. Labor demands associated with agriculture refl ect 

its use of domesticated animals, irrigation, and terracing. The rice farmers of 

Luzon in the Philippines, such as the Ifugao, are famous for their irrigated 

and terraced fi elds.

Map 12 displays the 
kinds of economies 
that existed 
throughout the world 
at the start of the 
European age of 
discovery and 
conquest—250 years 
before the Industrial 
Revolution.

anthropology ATLAS
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Anthropologists were instrumental in pushing 
the Brazilian government to establish the Xingu 
National Park. Created in 1961, the park encom-
passes about 8,530 square miles. It is home to 
indigenous peoples representing Brazil’s four 
major indigenous language families: Tupi, 
 Arawak, Carib, and Gê. The people and cultures 
of the Xingu Park have been studied by genera-
tions of anthropologists. Now, however, the park 
and its people are threatened by deforestation 
and climate change.

XINGU NATIONAL PARK, Brazil—As the naked, 

painted young men of the Kamayurá tribe pre-

pare for the ritualized war games of a festival, 

they end their haunting fi reside chant with a 

blowing sound—“whoosh, whoosh”—a sym-

bolic attempt to eliminate the scent of fi sh so 

they will not be detected by enemies. For cen-

turies, fi sh from jungle lakes and rivers have 

been a staple of the Kamayurá diet, the tribe’s 

primary source of protein.

 But fi sh smells are not a problem for the 

warriors anymore. Deforestation and, some 

scientists contend, global climate change are 

making the Amazon region drier and hotter, 

decimating fi sh stocks in this area and imperil-

ing the Kamayurá’s very existence. Like other 

small indigenous cultures around the world 

with little money or capacity to move, they are 

struggling to adapt to the changes.

 “Us old monkeys can take the hunger, but 

the little ones suffer—they’re always asking for 

fi sh,” said Kotok, the tribe’s chief, who stood in 

front of a hut containing the tribe’s sacred 

fl utes on a recent evening. He wore a white 

 T-shirt over the tribe’s traditional dress, which 

is basically nothing.

 Chief Kotok, who like all of the Kamayurá 

people goes by only one name, said that men 

can now fi sh all night without a bite in streams 

where fi sh used to be abundant; they safely 

swim in lakes previously teeming with pira-

nhas. Responsible for 3 wives, 24 children and 

hundreds of other tribe members, he said his 

once-idyllic existence had turned into a kind of 

bad dream . . .

 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change says that up to 30 percent of animals 

and plants face an increased risk of extinction 

if global temperatures rise 2 degrees Celsius 

(3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) in coming decades. 

But anthropologists also fear a wave of cul-

tural extinction for dozens of small indigenous 

groups—the loss of their traditions, their arts, 

their languages . . .

 To make do without fi sh, Kamayurá children 

are eating ants on their traditional spongy fl at-

bread, made from tropical cassava fl our. “There 

aren’t as many around because the kids have 

eaten them,” Chief Kotok said of the ants. 

Sometimes members of the tribe kill monkeys 

for their meat, but, the chief said, “You have to 

eat 30 monkeys to fi ll your stomach.”

 Living deep in the forest with no transporta-

tion and little money, he noted, “We don’t have 

a way to go to the grocery store for rice and 

beans to supplement what is missing.”

 Tacuma, the tribe’s wizened senior shaman, 

said that the only threat he could remember 

rivaling climate change was a measles virus 

that arrived deep in the Amazon in 1954, killing 

more than 90 percent of the Kamayurá. . . .

 Many indigenous people depend intimately 

on the cycles of nature and have had to adapt 

to climate variations—a season of drought, for 

example, or a hurricane that kills animals. . . .

 The Kamayurá live in the middle of Xingu 

National Park, a vast territory that was once 

deep in the Amazon but is now surrounded 

by farms and ranches. About 5,000 square 

miles of Amazon forest are being cut down 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

A World on Fire

 Thus, because of their permanent fi elds, inten-
sive cultivators are sedentary. People live in larger 
and more permanent communities located closer 
to other settlements. Growth in population size 
and density increases contact between individu-
als and groups. There is more need to regulate 
interpersonal relations, including confl icts of in-
terest. Economies that support more people usu-
ally require more coordination in the use of land, 
labor, and other resources.
 Intensive agriculture has signifi cant environ-
mental effects. Irrigation ditches and paddies 
(fi elds with irrigated rice) become repositories for 
organic wastes, chemicals (such as salts), and 
 disease microorganisms. Intensive agriculture 
typically spreads at the expense of trees and for-

ests, which are cut down to be replaced by fi elds. 
Accompanying such deforestation is loss of envi-
ronmental diversity (see Srivastava, Smith, and 
Forno 1999). Agricultural economies grow in-
creasingly specialized—focusing on one or a few 
caloric staples, such as rice, and on the animals 
that are raised and tended to aid the agricultural 
economy. Because tropical horticulturalists typi-
cally cultivate dozens of plant species simultane-
ously, a horticultural plot tends to mirror the 
botanical diversity that is found in a tropical for-
est. Agricultural plots, by contrast, reduce ecolog-
ical diversity by cutting down trees and 
concentrating on just a few staple foods. Such 
crop specialization is true of agriculturalists both 
in the tropics (e.g., Indonesian paddy farmers) 
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annually in recent years, according to the 

Brazilian government. And with far less foli-

age, there is less moisture in the regional 

 water cycle, lending unpredictability to sea-

sonal rains and leaving the climate drier 

and hotter.

 That has upended the cycles of nature that 

long regulated Kamayurá life. They wake with the 

sun and have no set meals, eating whenever 

they are hungry. Fish stocks began to dwindle in 

the 1990s and “have just collapsed” since 2006, 

said Chief Kotok, who is considering the possibil-

ity of fi sh farming, in which fi sh would be fed in a 

penned area of a lake. With hotter temperatures 

as well as less rain and humidity in the region, 

water levels in rivers are extremely low. Fish can-

not get to their spawning grounds . . .

 The tribe’s agriculture has suffered, too . . . 

Last year, families had to plant their cassava 

four times—it died in September, October and 

November because there was not enough 

moisture in the ground. It was not until Decem-

ber that the planting took . . .

 But perhaps the Kamayurá’s greatest fear 

are the new summer forest fi res. Once too 

moist to ignite, the forest here is now fl amma-

ble because of the drier weather. In 2007, Xingu 

National Park burned for the fi rst time, and 

thousands of acres were destroyed.

 “The whole Xingu was burning—it stung 

our lungs and our eyes,” Chief Kotok said. “We 

had nowhere to escape. We suffered along 

with the animals.” 

SOURCE: Elisabeth Rosenthal, “An Amazon Culture 

Withers as Food Dries Up.” From The New York 

Times, July 25, 2009. © 2009 The New York Times. All 

rights reserved. Used by permission and protected by 

the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Mate-

rial without express written permission is prohibited. 

www.nytimes.com

Deforestation in the Amazon basin and the resulting climate change have had a profound 

impact on the Kamayurá tribe who inhabit the Xingu National Park in Mato Grosso, Brazil. 

Shown here, Kamayurá men in ceremonial dress walk through the central courtyard of 

their village in June 2009.

and outside the tropics (e.g., Middle Eastern irri-
gated farmers).
 At least in the tropics, the diets of both forag-
ers and horticulturalists are typically more di-
verse,  although under less secure human control, 
than the diets of agriculturalists. Agriculturists 
attempt to reduce risk in production by favoring 
stability in the form of a reliable annual harvest 
and long-term production. Tropical foragers and 
horticulturalists, by contrast, attempt to reduce 
risk by relying on multiple species and benefi t-
ing from ecological diversity. The agricultural 
strategy is to put all one’s eggs in one big and 
very dependable basket. Of course, even with 
agriculture, there is a possibility that the single 
staple crop may fail, and famine may result. The 

strategy of tropical foragers and horticultural-
ists is to have several smaller baskets, a few of 
which may fail without endangering subsis-
tence. The agricultural strategy makes sense 
when there are lots of children to raise and 
adults to be fed. Foraging and horticulture, of 
course, are associated with smaller, sparser, and 
more mobile populations.
 Agricultural economies also pose a series of 
regulatory problems—which central govern-
ments often have arisen to solve. How is water 
to be managed—along with disputes about ac-
cess to and distribution of water? With more 
people living closer together on more valuable 
land, agriculturalists are more likely to come 
into confl ict than foragers and horticulturalists 
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are. Agriculture paved the way for the origin 
of the state, and most agriculturalists live in 
states: complex sociopolitical systems that ad-
minister a territory and populace with substan-
tial contrasts in occupation, wealth, prestige, 
and power. In such societies, cultivators play 
their role as one part of a differentiated, func-
tionally specialized, and tightly integrated so-
ciopolitical system. The social and political 
implications of food production and intensifi ca-
tion are examined more fully in the next chapter, 
“Political Systems.”

PASTORALISM
Pastoralists live in North Africa, the Middle 
East, Europe, Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa. 
These herders are people whose activities focus 
on such domesticated animals as cattle, sheep, 
goats, camels, and yak. East African pastoralists, 
like many others, live in symbiosis with their 
herds. (Symbiosis is an obligatory interaction be-
tween groups—here humans and animals—that 
is benefi cial to each.) Herders attempt to protect 
their animals and to ensure their reproduction in 
return for food and other products, such as 
leather. Herds provide dairy products, meat, and 
blood. Animals are killed at ceremonies, which 
occur throughout the year, and so meat is avail-
able regularly.
 People use livestock in a variety of ways. Na-
tives of North America’s Great Plains, for exam-
ple, didn’t eat, but only rode, their horses. 
(Europeans reintroduced horses to the Western 
Hemisphere; the native American horse had be-
come extinct thousands of years earlier.) For 
Plains Indians, horses served as “tools of the 
trade,” means of production used to hunt buffalo, 
a main target of their economies. So the Plains 
 Indians were not true pastoralists but hunters
who used horses—as many agriculturalists use 
animals—as means of production.
 Unlike the use of animals merely as productive 
machines, pastoralists typically make direct use 
of their herds for food. They consume their meat, 
blood, and milk, from which they make animals’ 
yogurt, butter, and cheese. Although some pasto-
ralists rely on their herds more completely than 
others do, it is impossible to base subsistence 
solely on animals. Most pastoralists therefore 
supplement their diet by hunting, gathering, fi sh-
ing, cultivating, or trading. To get crops, pastoral-
ists either trade with cultivators or do some 
cultivating or gathering themselves.
 Unlike foraging and cultivation, which ex-
isted throughout the world before the Industrial 
Revolution, pastoralism was confi ned almost to-
tally to the Old World. Before European con-
quest, the only pastoralists in the Americas lived 
in the  Andean region of South America. They 

Children in my country, Ethiopia, live very different lives than do chil-
dren in the United States. Poverty deprives children in Ethiopia of 
adequate food, clean water, and medicine. It also makes them part of 

the family struggle for survival, necessitating that they contribute to the 
family’s subsistence. Children in rural areas often herd the animals and 
fetch water and wood for fuel. They help with farming, harvesting, trans-
porting, and other tasks in farming areas. In urban areas, children, espe-
cially girls, are hired for domestic service. Others engage in petty activities 
such as hawking, shoe polishing, and carrying. The expectation that chil-
dren will contribute to the family economy leaves little time or energy for 
them to participate in activities that enhance their intellectual develop-
ment. Children also have no access to school in many parts of the country. 
Where there is access, many children do not attend. And if they do go, 
they often drop out before completing primary school in order to support 
themselves and their parents. Although children in both rural and urban 
areas make important contributions to the household economy, parents 
believe that children are not mature enough to participate in family dis-
cussions and decision making. Ethiopians belong to kinship groups, in 
which cooperation is emphasized and elders are valued for their experi-
ence. As a result, children are not encouraged to speak in public or in the 
presence of adults.
 In the United States, however, children are raised to become indepen-
dent members of society. They are not expected to contribute to the 
household economy; indeed, the law usually prevents them from working 
for wages until they are teenagers. Because raising children costs so much, 
many families keep the number of children to one or two whereas 
 Ethiopian parents have six to seven children on the average. Parents in the 
United States invest in children and expect them to be successful in their 
education. Parents advise their children, guide them, and take their opin-
ion seriously. Children are encouraged to converse with adults and ex-
press their views. They have the opportunity to enhance intellectual 
development beyond formal education by reading newspapers, televi-
sion, museums, and movies.
 Although Americans might consider their children to be coddled and 
immature, especially in comparison to children in developing nations, 
they can be quite mature. Their opportunities for education and intellec-
tual growth allow them to be responsible and independent members of 
society at a relatively early age. In contrast, Ethiopians seem to assume 
that children are powerless and immature beings, even though economic 
needs force them to engage in arduous activities. The difference is not 
just the family’s part in a kinship system, but also the minor role education 
plays in Ethiopian society due mostly to economic necessity.
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Family Economics
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used their llamas and alpacas for food and wool 
and in agriculture and transport. Much more 
 recently,  Navajo of the southwestern United 
States developed a pastoral economy based on 
sheep, which were brought to North America 
by Europeans. The populous Navajo became 
the major pastoral population in the Western 
Hemisphere.
 Two patterns of movement occur with pasto-
ralism: nomadism and transhumance. Both are 
based on the fact that herds must move to use 
pasture available in particular places in different 
seasons. In pastoral nomadism, the entire group—
women, men, and children—moves with the ani-
mals throughout the year. The Middle East and 
North Africa provide numerous examples of pas-
toral nomads. In Iran, for example, the Basseri 
and the Qashqai ethnic groups traditionally fol-
lowed a nomadic route more than 300 miles 
(480 kilometers) long. Starting each year near the 
coast, they took their animals to grazing land 
17,000 feet (5,400 meters) above sea level (see 
Salzman 2004).
 With transhumance, part of the group moves 
with the herds, but most people stay in the home 
village. There are examples from Europe and 
 Africa. In Europe’s Alps, it is just the shepherds 
and goatherds—not the whole village—who ac-
company the fl ocks to highland meadows in 
summer. Among the Turkana of Uganda, men 
and boys accompany the herds to distant pas-
tures, while much of the village stays put and 
does some horticultural farming. Villages tend 
to be located in the best-watered areas, which 
have the longest pasture season. This permits 
the village population to stay together during a 
large chunk of the year.
 During their annual trek, pastoral nomads 
trade for crops and other products with more sed-
entary people. Transhumants don’t have to trade 
for crops. Because only part of the population ac-
companies the herds, transhumants can maintain 
year-round villages and grow their own crops. 
Recap 7.2 lists the main features of Cohen’s adap-
tive strategies.

Pastoralists may be nomadic or transhumant, but they don’t typically live off 

their herds alone. They either trade or cultivate. The photo at the top shows 

Shasavan tribespeople milking their sheep, east of Tabriz, Iran. Today, rugs made 

from their sheep wool are marketed on the Internet. Google “Shasavan” and see 

what comes up. The photo at the bottom shows a male Alpine shepherd in 

Germany. This man accompanies his fl ocks to highland meadows each year.

pastoralists
Herders of domesticated 
animals.

nomadism, pastoral
Annual movement of 
 entire pastoral group 
with herds.

transhumance
Only part of population 
moves seasonally with 
herds.

 RECAP 7.2 Yehudi Cohen’s Adaptive Strategies (Economic Typology) Summarized

ADAPTIVE STRATEGY ALSO KNOWN AS KEY FEATURES/VARIETIES

Foraging Hunting-gathering Mobility, use of nature’s resources

Horticulture Slash-and-burn, shifting cultivation,  Fallow period
 swiddening, dry farming

Agriculture Intensive farming Continuous use of land, intensive
  use of labor

Pastoralism Herding Nomadism and transhumance

Industrialism Industrial production Factory production, capitalism, socialist 
  production
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mode of production
Specifi c set of social 
 relations that organizes 
labor.

economy
System of resource pro-
duction, distribution, 
and consumption.

Women transplant 

rice seedlings in 

Banjar Negara, 

 Indonesia. Trans-

planting and weed-

ing are arduous 

tasks that especially 

strain the back.
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MODES OF PRODUCTION
An economy is a system of production, distribu-
tion, and consumption of resources; economics is 
the study of such systems. Economists tend to fo-
cus on modern nations and capitalist systems, 
while anthropologists have broadened under-
standing of economic principles by gathering data 
on nonindustrial economies. Economic anthro-
pology studies economics in a comparative per-
spective (see Gudeman, ed. 1998; Plattner, ed. 
1989; Sahlins 2004; Wilk 1996).
 A mode of production is a way of organizing 
production—“a set of social relations through 
which labor is deployed to wrest energy from 
nature by means of tools, skills, organization, 
and knowledge” (Wolf 1982, p. 75). In the capi-
talist mode of production, money buys labor 
power, and there is a social gap between the peo-
ple (bosses and workers) involved in the produc-
tion process. By contrast, in nonindustrial 
societies, labor is not usually bought but is given 
as a social obligation. In such a kin-based mode of 
production, mutual aid in production is one 
among many expressions of a larger web of so-
cial relations.
 Societies representing each of the adaptive 
strategies just discussed (e.g., foraging) tend to 
have a similar mode of production. Differences 
in the mode of production within a given strat-
egy may refl ect the differences in environments, 
target resources, or cultural traditions (Kelly 
1995). Thus, a foraging mode of production may 
be based on individual hunters or teams, de-
pending on whether the game is a solitary or a 
herd animal. Gathering is usually more individ-
ualistic than hunting, although collecting teams 
may assemble when abundant resources ripen 
and must be harvested quickly. Fishing may be 

done alone (as in ice fi shing or spearfi shing) or 
in crews (as with open-sea fi shing and hunting 
of sea mammals).

Production in Nonindustrial 
Societies
Although some kind of division of economic la-
bor related to age and gender is a cultural univer-
sal, the specifi c tasks assigned to each sex and to 
people of different ages vary. Many horticultural 
societies assign a major productive role to women, 
but some make men’s work primary (see the 
chapter on gender for more on this). Similarly, 
among pastoralists, men generally tend large ani-
mals, but in some cultures women do the milking. 
Jobs accomplished through teamwork in some 
cultivating societies are done by smaller groups 
or individuals working over a longer period of 
time in others.
 The Betsileo of Madagascar have two stages of 
teamwork in rice cultivation: transplanting and 
harvesting. Team size varies with the size of the 
fi eld. Both transplanting and harvesting feature a 
traditional division of labor by age and gender 
that is well known to all Betsileo and is repeated 
across the generations. The fi rst job in transplant-
ing is the trampling of a previously tilled fl ooded 
fi eld by young men driving cattle, in order to mix 
earth and water. They bring cattle to trample the 
fi elds just before transplanting. The young men 
yell at and beat the cattle, striving to drive them 
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and resources. If the adaptive strategy is horticul-
ture, the estate includes garden and fallow land 
for shifting cultivation. As members of a descent 
group, pastoralists have access to animals to start 
their own herds, to grazing land, to garden land, 
and to other means of production.

Labor, Tools, and Specialization
Like land, labor is a means of production. In non-
industrial societies, access to both land and labor 
comes through social links such as kinship, mar-
riage, and descent. Mutual aid in production is 
merely one aspect of ongoing social relations that 
are expressed on many other occasions.
 Nonindustrial societies contrast with indus-
trial nations in regard to another means of pro-
duction: technology. Manufacturing is often 
linked to age and gender. Women may weave and 
men may make pottery or vice versa. Most people 
of a particular age and gender share the technical 
knowledge associated with that age and gender. 
If married women customarily make baskets, all 
or most married women know how to make bas-
kets. Neither technology nor technical knowledge 
is as specialized as it is in states.
 However, some tribal societies do promote 
specialization. Among the Yanomami of Venezuela 
and Brazil (Figure 7.3), for instance, certain vil-
lages manufacture clay pots and others make 
hammocks. They don’t specialize, as one might 
suppose, because certain raw materials happen to 
be available near particular villages. Clay suitable 

into a frenzy so that they will trample the fi elds 
properly. Trampling breaks up clumps of earth 
and mixes irrigation water with soil to form a 
smooth mud into which women transplant seed-
lings. Once the tramplers leave the fi eld, older 
men arrive. With their spades, they break up the 
clumps that the cattle missed. Meanwhile, the 
owner and other adults uproot rice seedlings and 
bring them to the fi eld.
 At harvest time, four or fi ve months later, 
young men cut the rice off the stalks. Young 
women carry it to the clearing above the fi eld. 
Older women arrange and stack it. The oldest 
men and women then stand on the stack, stomp-
ing and compacting it. Three days later, young 
men thresh the rice, beating the stalks against a 
rock to remove the grain. Older men then attack 
the stalks with sticks to make sure all the grains 
have fallen off.
 Most of the other tasks in Betsileo rice cultiva-
tion are done by individual owners and their im-
mediate families. All household members help 
weed the rice fi eld. It’s a man’s job to till the fi elds 
with a spade or a plow. Individual men repair the 
irrigation and drainage systems and the earth 
walls that separate one plot from the next. Among 
other agriculturalists, however, repairing the irri-
gation system is a task involving teamwork and 
communal labor.

Means of Production
In nonindustrial societies, there is a more intimate 
relationship between the worker and the means 
of production than there is in industrial nations. 
Means, or factors, of production include land 
(territory), labor, and technology.

Land
Among foragers, ties between people and land 
were less permanent than among food producers. 
Although many bands had territories, the bound-
aries usually were not marked, and there was no 
way they could be enforced. The hunter’s stake in 
an animal being stalked or hit with a poisoned 
arrow was more important than where the animal 
fi nally died. A person acquired the rights to use a 
band’s territory by being born in the band or by 
joining it through a tie of kinship, marriage, or 
fi ctive kinship. In Botswana in southern Africa, 
Ju/’hoansi San women, whose work provided 
over half the food, habitually used specifi c tracts 
of berry-bearing trees. However, when a woman 
changed bands, she immediately acquired a new 
gathering area.
 Among food producers, rights to the means of 
production also come through kinship and mar-
riage. Descent groups (groups whose members 
claim common ancestry) are common among 
nonindustrial food producers, and those who de-
scend from the founder share the group’s  territory 

means (or factors) 
of production
Major productive re-
source, e.g., land, labor, 
technology, capital.

FIGURE 7.3 Location of the Yanomami.
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Aihwa Ong (1987) did a study of electronics as-
sembly workers in an area where 85 percent of the 
workers were young unmarried females from 
nearby villages.
 Ong found that, unlike village women, female 
factory workers had to cope with a rigid work 
routine and constant supervision by men. The 
discipline that factories value was being taught in 
local schools, where uniforms helped prepare 
girls for the factory dress code. Village women 
wear loose, fl owing tunics, sarongs, and sandals, 
but factory workers had to don tight overalls and 
heavy rubber gloves, in which they felt con-
strained. Assembling electronics components re-
quires precise, concentrated labor. Demanding 
and depleting, labor in these factories illustrates 
the separation of intellectual and manual activity—
the alienation that Karl Marx considered the de-
fi ning feature of industrial work. One woman 
said about her bosses, “They exhaust us very 
much, as if they do not think that we too are hu-
man beings” (Ong 1987, p. 202). Nor does factory 
work bring women a substantial fi nancial reward, 
given low wages, job uncertainty, and family 
claims on wages. Young women typically work 
just a few years. Production quotas, three daily 
shifts, overtime, and surveillance take their toll in 
mental and physical exhaustion.
 One response to factory relations of produc-
tion has been spirit possession (factory women 
are possessed by spirits). Ong interprets this phe-
nomenon as the women’s unconscious protest 
against labor discipline and male control of the 
industrial setting. Sometimes possession takes the 
form of mass hysteria. Spirits have simultane-
ously invaded as many as 120 factory workers. 
Weretigers (the Malay equivalent of the werewolf) 
arrive to avenge the construction of a factory on 
aboriginal burial grounds. Disturbed earth and 
grave spirits swarm on the shop fl oor. First the 
women see the spirits; then their bodies are in-
vaded. The women become violent and scream 
abuses. The weretigers send the women into 
sobbing, laughing, and shrieking fi ts. To deal with 
possession, factories employ local medicine men, 
who sacrifi ce chickens and goats to fend off the 
spirits. This solution works only some of the time; 
possession still goes on. Factory women continue 
to act as vehicles to express their own frustrations 
and the anger of avenging ghosts.
 Ong argues that spirit possession expresses an-
guish at, and resistance to, capitalist relations of 
production. By engaging in this form of rebellion, 
however, factory women avoid a direct confron-
tation with the source of their distress. Ong con-
cludes that spirit possession, while expressing 
repressed resentment, doesn’t do much to modify 
factory conditions. (Other tactics, such as union-
ization, would do more.) Spirit possession may 
even help maintain the current system by operat-
ing as a safety valve for accumulated tensions.

for pots is widely available. Everyone knows how 
to make pots, but not everybody does so. Craft 
specialization refl ects the social and political en-
vironment rather than the natural environment. 
Such specialization promotes trade, which is the 
fi rst step in creating an alliance with enemy vil-
lages (Chagnon 1997). Specialization contributes 
to keeping the peace, although it has not pre-
vented intervillage warfare.

Alienation in Industrial Economies
There are some signifi cant contrasts between in-
dustrial and nonindustrial economies. When fac-
tory workers produce for sale and for their 
employer’s profi t, rather than for their own use, 
they may be alienated from the items they make. 
Such alienation means they don’t feel strong pride 
in or personal identifi cation with their products. 
They see their product as belonging to someone 
else, not to the man or woman whose labor actu-
ally produced it. In nonindustrial societies, by 
contrast, people usually see their work through 
from start to fi nish and have a sense of accom-
plishment in the product. The fruits of their labor 
are their own, rather than someone else’s.
 In nonindustrial societies, the economic rela-
tion between coworkers is just one aspect of a 
more general social relation. They aren’t just co-
workers but kin, in-laws, or celebrants in the same 
ritual. In industrial nations, people don’t usually 
work with relatives and neighbors. If coworkers 
are friends, the personal relationship usually de-
velops out of their common employment rather 
than being based on a previous association.
 Thus, industrial workers have impersonal rela-
tions with their products, coworkers, and em-
ployers. People sell their labor for cash, and the 
economic domain stands apart from ordinary so-
cial life. In nonindustrial societies, however, the 
relations of production, distribution, and con-
sumption are social relations with economic aspects. 
Economy is not a separate entity but is embedded 
in the society.

A Case of Industrial Alienation
For decades, the government of Malaysia has pro-
moted export-oriented industry, allowing trans-
national companies to install labor-intensive 
manufacturing operations in rural Malaysia. The 
industrialization of Malaysia is part of a global 
strategy. In search of cheaper labor, corporations 
headquartered in Japan, Western Europe, and the 
United States have been moving labor-intensive 
factories to developing countries. Malaysia has 
hundreds of Japanese and American subsidiaries, 
which mainly produce garments, foodstuffs, and 
electronics components. In electronics plants in 
rural Malaysia, thousands of young women from 
peasant families now assemble microchips and 
microcomponents for transistors and capacitors. 
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 What does that mean? Classical economic the-
ory assumes that our wants are infi nite and that 
our means are limited. Since means are limited, 
people must make choices about how to use their 
scarce resources: their time, labor, money, and 
capital. (This chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity” 
disputes the idea that people always make eco-
nomic choices based on scarcity.) Economists as-
sume that when confronted with choices and 
decisions, people tend to make the one that 
maximizes profi t. This is assumed to be the most 
rational (reasonable) choice.
 The idea that individuals choose to maximize 
profi t was a basic assumption of the classical 
economists of the 19th century and one that is 
held by many contemporary economists. How-
ever, certain economists now recognize that indi-
viduals in Western cultures, as in others, may be 
motivated by many other goals. Depending on 
the society and the situation, people may try to 
maximize profi t, wealth, prestige, pleasure, com-
fort, or social harmony. Individuals may want to 
realize their personal or family ambitions or 
those of another group to which they belong (see 
 Sahlins 2004).

Alternative Ends
To what uses do people in various societies put 
their scarce resources? Throughout the world, 
people devote some of their time and energy to 
building up a subsistence fund (Wolf 1966). In other 

ECONOMIZING 
AND MAXIMIZATION
Economic anthropologists have been concerned 
with two main questions:

1.  How are production, distribution, and con-
sumption organized in different societies? 
This question focuses on systems of human 
behavior and their organization.

2.  What motivates people in different cultures 
to produce, distribute or exchange, and con-
sume? Here the focus is not on systems of 
behavior but on the motives of the individu-
als who participate in those systems.

 Anthropologists view both economic systems 
and motivations in a cross-cultural perspective. 
Motivation is a concern of psychologists, but it 
also has been, implicitly or explicitly, a concern 
of economists and anthropologists. Economists 
tend to assume that producers and distributors 
make decisions rationally by using the profi t mo-
tive, as do consumers when they shop around 
for the best value. Although anthropologists 
know that the profi t motive is not universal, the 
assumption that individuals try to maximize 
profi ts is basic to the capitalist world economy 
and to much of Western economic theory. In 
fact, the subject matter of economics is often de-
fi ned as economizing, or the rational allocation 
of scarce means (or resources) to alternative 
ends (or uses).

In Viet Nam, Malay-

sia, and other parts 

of Southeast Asia, 

hundreds of thou-

sands of young 

women from peas-

ant families now 

work in factories. 

With about 50,000 

employees, Nike is 

Vietnam’s largest 

private employer, 

exporting 22 million 

pairs of shoes annu-

ally. Shown here, a 

few of Nike’s em-

ployees in Cu Chi, 

Viet Nam.

economizing
Allocation of scarce 
means among 
 alternative ends.
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production but to everyday life, such as clothing 
and shelter.
 People also have to invest in a social fund. They 
have to help their friends, relatives, in-laws, and 
neighbors. It is useful to distinguish between a 
social fund and a ceremonial fund. The latter term 
refers to expenditures on ceremonies or rituals. To 

words, they have to work to eat, to replace the 
calories they use in their daily activity. People 
also must invest in a replacement fund. They must 
maintain their technology and other items es-
sential to production. If a hoe or plow breaks, 
they must repair or replace it. They also must 
obtain and replace items that are essential not to 

In the realm of cultural diversity, perceptions 
and motivations vary in both place and time. 
Consider some changes I’ve observed among the 
Betsileo of Madagascar during the decades I’ve 
been studying them. Initially, compared with 
modern consumers, the Betsileo had little percep-
tion of scarcity. Now, with population increase 
and the spread of a cash-oriented economy, per-
ceived wants and needs have increased relative 
to means. Motivations have changed, too, as 
people increasingly seek profi ts, even if it means 
stealing from their neighbors or destroying an-
cestral farms.

In the late 1960s my wife and I lived among the 

Betsileo people of Madagascar, studying their 

economy and social life (Kottak 1980). Soon af-

ter our arrival we met two well-educated 

schoolteachers (fi rst cousins) who were inter-

ested in our research. The woman’s father was 

a congressional representative who became a 

cabinet minister during our stay. Their family 

came from a historically important and typical 

Betsileo village called Ivato, which they invited 

us to visit with them.

 We had traveled to many other Betsileo 

villages, where often we were displeased 

with our reception. As we drove up, children 

would run away screaming. Women would 

hurry inside. Men would retreat to doorways, 

where they lurked bashfully. This behavior ex-

pressed the Betsileo’s great fear of the mpak-

afo. Believed to cut out and devour his 

victim’s heart and liver, the mpakafo is the 

Malagasy vampire. These cannibals are said 

to have fair skin and to be very tall. Because I 

have light skin and stand over six feet tall, I 

was a natural suspect. The fact that such 

creatures were not known to travel with their 

wives helped convince the Betsileo that I 

wasn’t really a mpakafo.

 When we visited Ivato, its people were 

 different—friendly and hospitable. Our very 

fi rst day there we did a brief census and found 

out who lived in which households. We learned 

people’s names and their relationships to our 

schoolteacher friends and to each other. We 

met an excellent informant who knew all about 

the local history. In a few afternoons I learned 

much more than I had in the other villages in 

several sessions.

 Ivatans were so willing to talk because we 

had powerful sponsors, village natives who 

had made it in the outside world, people the 

Ivatans knew would protect them. The school-

teachers vouched for us, but even more sig-

nifi cant was the cabinet minister, who was 

like a grandfather and benefactor to everyone 

in town. The Ivatans had no reason to fear us 

because their more infl uential native son had 

asked them to answer our questions.

 Once we moved to Ivato, the elders estab-

lished a pattern of visiting us every evening. 

They came to talk, attracted by the inquisitive 

foreigners but also by the wine, tobacco, and 

food we offered. I asked questions about their 

customs and beliefs. I eventually developed in-

terview schedules about various subjects, in-

cluding rice production. I used these forms in 

Ivato and in two other villages I was studying 

less intensively. Never have I interviewed as 

easily as I did in Ivato.

 As our stay neared its end, our Ivatan 

friends lamented, saying, “We’ll miss you. 

When you leave, there won’t be any more ciga-

rettes, any more wine, or any more questions.” 

They wondered what it would be like for us 

back in the United States. They knew we had 

an automobile and that we regularly purchased 

things, including the wine, cigarettes, and food 

we shared with them. We could afford to buy 

products they never would have. They com-

mented, “When you go back to your country, 

you’ll need a lot of money for things like cars, 

clothes, and food. We don’t need to buy those 

things. We make almost everything we use. We 

don’t need as much money as you, because 

we produce for ourselves.”

 The Betsileo weren’t unusual for nonindus-

trial people. Strange as it may seem to an Amer-

ican consumer, those rice farmers actually 

believed they had all they needed. The lesson 

from the Betsileo of the 1960s is that scarcity, 

which economists view as universal, is variable. 

Although shortages do arise in nonindustrial 

societies, the concept of scarcity (insuffi cient 

means) is much less developed in stable sub-

sistence-oriented societies than in the societies 

characterized by industrialism, particularly as 

the reliance on consumer goods increases.

D I V E R S I T Y
Scarcity and the Betsileo

appreciating
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that is superior politically or economically. Tenant 
farmers and sharecroppers, for example, either pay 
rent or give some of their produce to their land-
lords, as peasants did under feudalism.
 Peasants are small-scale agriculturalists who 
live in nonindustrial states and have rent fund ob-
ligations (see Kearney 1996). They produce to 

prepare a festival honoring one’s ancestors, for 
example, requires time and the outlay of wealth.
 Citizens of nonindustrial states also must allo-
cate scarce resources to a rent fund. We think of rent 
as payment for the use of property. However, rent 
fund has a wider meaning. It refers to resources 
that people must render to an individual or agency 

 But, with globalization over the past few de-

cades, signifi cant changes have affected the 

Betsileo—and most nonindustrial peoples. On 

my last visit to Ivato, in 2006, the effects of cash 

and of rapid population increase were evident 

there—and throughout Madagascar—where 

the national growth rate has been about 3 per-

cent per year. Madagascar’s population 

 doubled between 1966 and 1991—from 6 to 

12 mil lion people. Today it stands near 18 mil-

lion (Kottak 2004). One result of population 

pressure has been agricultural intensifi cation. 

In Ivato, farmers who formerly had grown only 

rice in their rice fi elds now were using the 

same land for commercial crops, such as car-

rots, after the annual rice harvest. Another 

change affecting Ivato in recent years has been 

the breakdown of social and political order, fu-

eled by increasing demand for cash.

 Cattle rustling has become a growing 

threat. Cattle thieves (sometimes from neigh-

boring villages) have terrorized peasants who 

previously felt secure in their villages. Some of 

the rustled cattle are driven to the coasts for 

commercial export to nearby islands. Promi-

nent among the rustlers are relatively well- 

educated young men who have studied long 

enough to be comfortable negotiating with 

outsiders, but who have been unable to fi nd 

formal work, and who are unwilling to work the 

rice fi elds like their peasant ancestors. The for-

mal education system has familiarized them 

with external institutions and norms, including 

the need for cash. The concepts of scarcity, 

commerce, and negative reciprocity now thrive 

among the Betsileo.

 I have witnessed other striking evidence of 

the new addiction to cash during my most re-

cent visits to Betsileo country. Near Ivato’s county 

seat, people now sell precious stones—tourma-

lines, which were found by chance in local rice 

fi elds. We saw an amazing sight: dozens of villag-

ers destroying an ancestral resource, digging up 

a large rice fi eld, seeking tourmalines—clear 

 evidence of the encroachment of cash on the 

local subsistence economy.

 Throughout the Betsileo homeland, popula-

tion growth and density are propelling emigra-

tion. Locally, land, jobs, and money are all 

scarce. One woman with ancestors from Ivato, 

herself now a resident of the national capital 

(Antananarivo), remarked that half the children 

of Ivato now lived in that city. Although she was 

exaggerating, a census of all the descendants 

of Ivato reveals a substantial emigrant and ur-

ban population.

 Ivato’s recent history is one of increasing 

participation in a cash economy. That history, 

combined with the pressure of a growing pop-

ulation on local resources, has made scarcity 

not just a concept but a reality for Ivatans and 

their neighbors.

Women hull rice in a Betsileo village. In the village of Ivato, farmers who traditionally grew 

only rice in their rice fi elds now use the same land for commercial crops, such as  carrots, 

after the annual rice harvest.

peasant
Small-scale farmer with 
rent fund obligations.
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buyers and sellers don’t need to meet person-
ally. But their offers and counteroffers do need 
to be open for negotiation over a fairly short 
time period.

Redistribution
Redistribution operates when goods, services, 
or their equivalent move from the local level to a 
center. The center may be a capital, a regional 
collection point, or a storehouse near a chief’s 
residence. Products often move through a hierar-
chy of offi cials for storage at the center. Along 
the way, offi cials and their dependents may con-
sume some of them, but the exchange principle 
here is redistribution. The fl ow of goods eventu-
ally reverses direction—out from the center, 
down through the hierarchy, and back to the 
common people.
 One example of a redistributive system comes 
from the Cherokee, the original owners of the 
Tennessee Valley. Productive farmers who sub-
sisted on maize, beans, and squash, supplemented 
by hunting and fi shing, the Cherokee had chiefs. 
Each of their main villages had a central plaza, 
where meetings of the chief’s council took place, 
and where redistributive feasts were held. Ac-
cording to Cherokee custom, each family farm 
had an area where the family could set aside a 
portion of its annual harvest for the chief. This 
supply of corn was used to feed the needy, as well 
as travelers and warriors journeying through 
friendly territory. This store of food was available 
to all who needed it, with the understanding that 
it “belonged” to the chief and was dispersed 
through his generosity. The chief also hosted the 
redistributive feasts held in the main settlements 
(Harris 1978).

Reciprocity
Reciprocity is exchange between social equals, 
who are normally related by kinship, marriage, or 
another close personal tie. Because it occurs be-
tween social equals, it is dominant in the more 
egalitarian societies—among foragers, cultiva-
tors, and pastoralists. There are three degrees of 
reciprocity: generalized, balanced, and negative 
(Sahlins 1968, 2004; Service 1966). These may be 
imagined as areas of a continuum defi ned by 
these questions:

1.  How closely related are the parties to the 
exchange?

2.  How quickly and unselfi shly are gifts 
 reciprocated?

 Generalized reciprocity, the purest form of reci-
procity, is characteristic of exchanges between 
closely related people. In balanced reciprocity,  social 

feed themselves, to sell their produce, and to pay 
rent. All peasants have two things in common:

1.  They live in state-organized societies.

2.  They produce food without the elaborate 
technology—chemical fertilizers, tractors, 
airplanes to spray crops, and so on—of 
modern farming or agribusiness.

 In addition to paying rent to landlords, peas-
ants must satisfy government obligations, paying 
taxes in the form of money, produce, or labor. The 
rent fund is not simply an additional obligation 
for peasants. Often it becomes their foremost and 
unavoidable duty. Sometimes, to meet the obliga-
tion to pay rent, their own diets suffer. The de-
mands of paying rent may divert resources from 
subsistence, replacement, social, and ceremonial 
funds.
 Motivations vary from society to society, and 
people often lack freedom of choice in allocating 
their resources. Because of obligations to pay rent, 
peasants may allocate their scarce means toward 
ends that are not their own but those of govern-
ment offi cials. Thus, even in societies where there 
is a profi t motive, people are often prevented from 
rationally maximizing self-interest by factors be-
yond their control.

DISTRIBUTION, EXCHANGE
The economist Karl Polanyi (1968) stimulated the 
comparative study of exchange, and several an-
thropologists followed his lead. To study ex-
change cross-culturally, Polanyi defi ned three 
principles orienting exchanges: the market prin-
ciple, redistribution, and reciprocity. These prin-
ciples can all be present in the same society, but in 
that case they govern different kinds of transac-
tions. In any society, one of them usually domi-
nates. The principle of exchange that dominates 
in a given society is the one that allocates the 
means of production.

The Market Principle
In today’s world capitalist economy, the market 
principle dominates. It governs the distribution 
of the means of production: land, labor, natural 
resources, technology, and capital. “Market ex-
change refers to the organizational process of pur-
chase and sale at money price” (Dalton, ed. 1967; 
Madra 2004). With market exchange, items are 
bought and sold, using money, with an eye to 
maximizing profi t, and value is determined by 
the law of supply and demand (things cost more the 
scarcer they are and the more people want them).
 Bargaining is characteristic of market-principle 
exchanges. The buyer and seller strive to maxi-
mize—to get their “money’s worth.” In bargaining, 

market principle
Buying, selling, and valu-
ation based on supply 
and demand.

reciprocity
Principle governing ex-
changes among social 
equals.

redistribution
Flow of goods into cen-
ter, then back out; char-
acteristic of chiefdoms.
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surprise at the hunter’s generosity or success 
 (Harris 1974).
 Balanced reciprocity applies to exchanges be-
tween people who are more distantly related than 
are members of the same band or household. In a 
horticultural society, for example, a man presents 
a gift to someone in another village. The recipient 
may be a cousin, a trading partner, or a brother’s 
fi ctive kinsman. The giver expects something in 
return. This may not come immediately, but the 
social relationship will be strained if there is no 
reciprocation.
 Exchanges in nonindustrial societies also may 
illustrate negative reciprocity, mainly in dealing 
with people outside or on the fringes of their so-
cial systems. To people who live in a world of 
close personal relations, exchanges with outsiders 
are full of ambiguity and distrust. Exchange is 
one way of establishing friendly relations with 
outsiders, but especially when trade begins, the 
relationship is still tentative. Often, the initial ex-
change is close to being purely economic; people 
want to get something back immediately. Just as 
in market economies, but without using money, 
they try to get the best possible immediate return 
for their investment.
 Generalized and balanced reciprocity are 
based on trust and a social tie. But negative reci-
procity involves the attempt to get something for 
as little as possible, even if it means being cagey 
or deceitful or cheating. Among the most extreme 
and “negative” examples of negative reciprocity 
was 19th-century horse thievery by North Amer-
ican Plains Indians. Men would sneak into camps 

distance increases, as does the need to recipro-
cate. In negative reciprocity, social distance is great-
est and reciprocation is most calculated. This 
range, from generalized to negative, is called the 
reciprocity continuum.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Insurance Policies for Hunter-Gatherers?
www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip features Polly Wiesnner, an ethnologist 
(cultural anthropologist) who has worked among the 
San (“Bushmen”) for 25 years. The clip contrasts the 
foraging way of life with other economies in terms 
of storage, risk, and insurance against lean times. 
Industrial nations have banks, refrigerators, and 
insurance policies. Pastoralists have herds, which store 
meat and wealth on the hoof. Farmers have larders 
and granaries. How do the San anticipate and deal 
with hard times? What form of insurance do they 
have? What was it, according to Wiesnner, that 
allowed Homo sapiens to “colonize so many niches 
in this world”?

 With generalized reciprocity, someone gives 
to another person and expects nothing concrete or 
immediate in return. Such exchanges (including 
parental gift giving in contemporary North Amer-
ica) are not primarily economic transactions but 
expressions of personal relationships. Most par-
ents don’t keep accounts of every penny they 
spend on their children. They merely hope that 
the children will respect their culture’s customs 
involving love, honor, loyalty, and other obliga-
tions to parents.
 Among foragers, generalized reciprocity has 
usually governed exchanges. People have rou-
tinely shared with other band members (Bird-Da-
vid 1992; Kent 1992). A study of the Ju/’hoansi 
San (Figure 7.4) found that 40 percent of the pop-
ulation contributed little to the food supply (Lee 
1968/1974). Children, teenagers, and people over 
60 depended on other people for their food. De-
spite the high proportion of dependents, the aver-
age worker hunted or gathered less than half as 
much (12 to 19 hours a week) as the average 
American works. Nonetheless, there was always 
food because different people worked on differ-
ent days.
 So strong is the ethic of reciprocal sharing that 
most foragers have lacked an expression for “thank 
you.” To offer thanks would be impolite because it 
would imply that a particular act of sharing, which 
is the keystone of egalitarian society, was unusual. 
Among the Semai, foragers of central Malaysia 
(Dentan 1979), to express gratitude would suggest 

Sharing the fruits of production, a keystone of many nonindustrial societies, 

also has been a goal of socialist nations, such as China. These workers in 

Yunnan province strive for an equal distribution of meat.

reciprocity continuum
Runs from generalized 
(closely related/deferred 
return) to negative 
(strangers/immediate 
 return) reciprocity.

generalized 
reciprocity
Exchanges among 
closely related 
individuals.

balanced reciprocity
Midpoint on reciprocity 
continuum, between 
generalized and 
negative.

negative reciprocity
Potentially hostile 
 exchanges among 
strangers.
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Coexistence of 
Exchange Principles
In today’s North America, the market principle 
governs most exchanges, from the sale of the 
means of production to the sale of consumer 
goods. We also have redistribution. Some of our 
tax money goes to support the government, but 
some of it also comes back to us in the form of 
social services, education, health care, and road 
building. We also have reciprocal exchanges. Gen-
eralized reciprocity characterizes the relationship 
between parents and children. However, even 
here the dominant market mentality surfaces in 
comments about the high cost of raising children 
and in the stereotypical statement of the disap-
pointed parent: “We gave you everything money 
could buy.”
 Exchanges of gifts, cards, and invitations ex-
emplify reciprocity, usually balanced. Everyone 
has heard remarks like “They invited us to their 
daughter’s wedding, so when ours gets married, 
we’ll have to invite them” and “They’ve been 
here for dinner three times and haven’t invited 
us yet. I don’t think we should ask them back 
until they do.” Such precise balancing of reci-
procity would be out of place in a foraging band, 
where resources are communal (common to all) 
and daily sharing based on generalized reciproc-
ity is an essential ingredient of social life and 
survival.

POTLATCHING
One of the most thoroughly studied cultural prac-
tices known to ethnography is the potlatch, a fes-
tive event within a regional exchange system 
among tribes of the North Pacifi c Coast of North 
America, including the Salish and Kwakiutl of 
Washington and British Columbia and the Tsim-
shian of Alaska (Figure 7.5). Some tribes still prac-
tice the potlatch, sometimes as a memorial to the 
dead (Kan 1986, 1989). At each such event, as-
sisted by members of their communities, potlatch 
sponsors traditionally gave away food, blankets, 
pieces of copper, or other items. In return for this, 
they got prestige. To give a potlatch enhanced 
one’s reputation. Prestige increased with the lav-
ishness of the potlatch, the value of the goods 
given away in it.
 The potlatching tribes were foragers, but 
atypical ones. They were sedentary and had 
chiefs. They had access to a wide variety of land 
and sea resources. Among their most impor-
tant foods were salmon, herring, candlefi sh, 
berries, mountain goats, seals, and porpoises 
 (Piddocke 1969).
 According to classical economic theory, the 
profi t motive is universal, with the goal of maxi-

and villages of neighboring tribes to steal horses. 
A similar pattern of cattle raiding continues  today 
in East Africa, among tribes like the Kuria 
(Fleisher 2000). In these cases, the party that starts 
the raiding can expect reciprocity—a raid on their 
own village—or worse. The Kuria hunt down 
cattle thieves and kill them. It’s still reciprocity, 
governed by “Do unto others as they have done 
unto you.”
 One way of reducing the tension in situations 
of potential negative reciprocity is to engage in 
“silent trade.” One example is the silent trade of 
the Mbuti “pygmy” foragers of the  African equa-
torial forest and their neighboring horticultural 
villagers. There is no personal contact during 
their exchanges. A Mbuti hunter leaves game, 
honey, or another forest product at a customary 
site. Villagers collect it and leave crops in ex-
change. Often the parties bargain silently. If one 
feels the return is insuffi cient, he or she simply 
leaves it at the trading site. If the other party 
wants to continue trade, it will be increased.
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prestige. Members of several villages were invited 
to any potlatch and got to take home the resources 
that were given away. In this way, potlatching 
linked villages together in a regional economy—
an exchange system that distributed food and 
wealth from wealthy to needy communities. In 
return, the potlatch sponsors and their villages 
got prestige. The decision to potlatch was deter-
mined by the health of the local economy. If there 
had been subsistence surpluses, and thus a 
buildup of wealth over several good years, a vil-
lage could afford a potlatch to convert its food 
and wealth into prestige.
 The long-term adaptive value of intercom-
munity feasting becomes clear when we con-
sider what happened when a formerly 
prosperous village had a run of bad luck. Its 
people started accepting invitations to pot-
latches in villages that were doing better. The 
tables were turned as the temporarily rich be-
came temporarily poor and vice versa. The 

mizing material benefi ts. How then does one 
 explain the potlatch, in which substantial wealth 
is given away (and even destroyed—see below)? 
Christian missionaries considered potlatching to 
be wasteful and antithetical to the Protestant work 
ethic. By 1885, under pressure from Indian Agents, 
missionaries, and Indian converts to Christianity, 
both Canada and the United States had outlawed 
potlatching. Between 1885 and 1951 the custom 
went underground. By 1951 both countries had 
discreetly dropped the antipotlatching laws from 
the books (Miller n.d.).
 Some scholars seized on this view of the pot-
latch as a classic case of economically wasteful be-
havior. The economist and social commentator 
Thorstein Veblen cited potlatching as an example 
of conspicuous consumption in his infl uential 
book The Theory of the Leisure Class (1934), claiming 
that potlatching was based on an economically ir-
rational drive for prestige. This interpretation 
stressed the lavishness and supposed wasteful-
ness, especially of the Kwakiutl displays, to sup-
port the contention that in some societies people 
strive to maximize prestige at the expense of their 
material well-being. This interpretation has been 
challenged.
 Ecological anthropology, also known as cul-
tural ecology, is a theoretical school in anthropol-
ogy that attempts to interpret cultural practices, 
such as the potlatch, in terms of their long-term 
role in helping humans adapt to their environ-
ments. A different interpretation of the potlatch 
has been offered by the ecological anthropologists 
Wayne Suttles (1960) and Andrew Vayda 
(1961/1968). These scholars see potlatching not in 
terms of its apparent wastefulness but in terms of 
its long-term role as a cultural adaptive mecha-
nism. This view not only helps us understand 
potlatching; it also has comparative value because 
it helps us understand similar patterns of lavish 
feasting in many other parts of the world. Here is 
the ecological interpretation: Customs like the pot-
latch are cultural adaptations to alternating periods of 
local abundance and shortage.
 How does this work? The overall natural envi-
ronment of the North Pacifi c Coast is favorable, 
but resources fl uctuate from year to year and 
place to place. Salmon and herring aren’t equally 
abundant every year in a given locality. One vil-
lage can have a good year while another is experi-
encing a bad one. Later their fortunes reverse. In 
this context, the potlatch cycle of the Kwakiutl 
and Salish had adaptive value, and the potlatch 
was not a competitive display that brought no 
material benefi t.
 A village enjoying an especially good year had 
a surplus of subsistence items, which it could 
trade for more durable wealth items, like blan-
kets, canoes, or pieces of copper. Wealth, in turn, 
by being distributed, could be converted into 

FIGURE 7.5 Location of Potlatching Groups.
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 The potlatch linked local groups along the 
North Pacifi c Coast into a regional alliance and 
exchange network. Potlatching and intervillage 
exchange had adaptive functions, regardless of 
the motivations of the individual participants. 
The anthropologists who stressed rivalry for 
prestige were not wrong. They were merely em-
phasizing motivations at the expense of an analy-
sis of economic and ecological systems.
 The use of feasts to enhance individual and 
community reputations and to redistribute 
wealth is not peculiar to populations of the 
North Pacifi c Coast. Competitive feasting is 
widely characteristic of nonindustrial food pro-
ducers. But among most foragers, who live, re-
member, in marginal areas, resources are too 
meager to support feasting on such a level. In 
such societies, sharing rather than competition 
prevails.
 Like many other cultural practices that have 
attracted considerable anthropological atten-
tion, the potlatch does not, and did not, exist 
apart from larger world events. For example, 
within the spreading world capitalist economy 
of the 19th century, the potlatching tribes, par-
ticularly the Kwakiutl, began to trade with Eu-
ropeans (fur for blankets, for example). Their 
wealth increased as a result. Simultaneously, a 
huge proportion of the Kwakiutl population 
died from previously unknown diseases brought 
by the Europeans. As a result, the increased 
wealth from trade fl owed into a drastically re-
duced population. With many of the traditional 
sponsors dead (such as chiefs and their fami-
lies), the Kwakiutl extended the right to give a 
potlatch to the entire population. This stimu-
lated very intense competition for prestige. 
Given trade, increased wealth, and a decreased 
population, the Kwakiutl also started convert-
ing wealth into prestige by destroying wealth 
items such as blankets, pieces of copper, and 
houses (Vayda 1961/1968). Blankets and houses 
could be burned, and coppers could be buried 
at sea. Here, with dramatically increased wealth 
and a drastically reduced population, Kwakiutl 
potlatching changed its nature. It became 
much more destructive than it had been previ-
ously and than potlatching continued to be 
among tribes that were less affected by trade 
and  disease.
 In any case, note that potlatching also served to 
prevent the development of socioeconomic strati-
fi cation, a system of social classes. Wealth relin-
quished or destroyed was converted into a 
nonmaterial item: prestige. Under capitalism, we 
reinvest our profi ts (rather than burning our cash), 
with the hope of making an additional profi t. 
However, the potlatching tribes were content to 
relinquish their surpluses rather than use them to 
widen the social distance  between themselves and 
their fellow tribe  members.

newly needy accepted food and wealth items. 
They were willing to receive rather than bestow 
gifts and thus to relinquish some of their stored-
up prestige. They hoped their luck would even-
tually improve so that resources could be 
recouped and prestige regained.

The historic photo (above) shows the amassing of blankets to be given away 

at a Kwakiutl potlatch. The man in the foreground is making a speech prais-

ing the generosity of the potlatch host. In the context of a modern-day 

 potlatch, the Canoe Journey (shown below) has been incorporated as a cele-

bration of healing, hope, happiness, and hospitality. The annual Journey be-

gan with nine canoes paddling to Seattle in 1989. It continues today with 

more than 60 canoes and over 40,000 participants. The Journey honors a long 

history of transport and trade by the Coast Salish tribes, whose potlatch is 

discussed in the text.
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Acing the 
COURSE

1.  Cohen’s adaptive strategies include foraging 
(hunting and gathering), horticulture, agriculture, 
pastoralism, and industrialism. Foraging was the 
only human adaptive strategy until the advent of 
food production (farming and herding) 10,000 
years ago. Food production eventually replaced 
foraging in most places. Almost all modern forag-
ers have at least some dependence on food pro-
duction or food producers.

2.  Horticulture and agriculture stand at opposite ends 
of a continuum based on labor intensity and conti-
nuity and land use. Horticulture doesn’t use land or 
labor intensively. Horticulturalists cultivate a plot 
for one or two years and then abandon it. Further 
along the continuum, horticulture becomes more 
intensive, but there is always a fallow period. Agri-
culturalists farm the same plot of land continuously 
and use labor intensively. They use one or more of 
the following: irrigation, terracing, domesticated 
animals as means of production and manuring.

3.  The pastoral strategy is mixed. Nomadic pastoral-
ists trade with cultivators. Part of a transhumant 
pastoral population cultivates while another part 
takes the herds to pasture. Except for some Peru-
vians and the Navajo, who are recent herders, the 
New World lacks native pastoralists.

4.  Economic anthropology is the cross-cultural 
study of systems of production, distribution, and 
consumption. In nonindustrial societies, a kin-
based mode of production prevails. One acquires 
rights to resources and labor through member-
ship in social groups, not impersonally through 
purchase and sale. Work is just one aspect of so-
cial relations expressed in varied contexts.

5.  Economics has been defi ned as the science of al-
locating scarce means to alternative ends.  Western 
economists assume that the notion of scarcity is 
universal—which it isn’t—and that in making 
choices, people strive to maximize personal profi t. 
In nonindustrial societies, indeed as in our own, 
people often maximize values other than individ-
ual profi t.

6.  In nonindustrial societies, people invest in sub-
sistence, replacement, social, and ceremonial 
funds. States add a rent fund: People must share 
their output with social superiors. In states, the 
obligation to pay rent often becomes primary.

7.  Besides production, economic anthropologists 
study and compare exchange systems. The three 
principles of exchange are the market principle, 
redistribution, and reciprocity. The market prin-
ciple, based on supply and demand and the profi t 
motive, dominates in states. With redistribution, 
goods are collected at a central place, but some of 
them are eventually given back, or redistributed, 
to the people. Reciprocity governs exchanges be-
tween social equals. It is the characteristic mode 
of exchange among foragers and horticulturists. 
Reciprocity, redistribution, and the market prin-
ciple may coexist in a society, but the primary ex-
change mode is the one that allocates the means 
of production.

8.  Patterns of feasting and exchanges of wealth 
among villages are common among nonindustrial 
food producers, as among the potlatching cul-
tures of North America’s North Pacifi c Coast. 
Such systems help even out the availability of re-
sources over time.

Summary

Key Termsadaptive strategy 157
agriculture 162
balanced reciprocity 175

band 160
correlation 160
cultivation continuum 163
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 5. Which of the following is the key factor that 
distinguishes agriculturalists from horticultur-
alists? Agriculturalists
a. clear a tract of land they wish to use by 

cutting down trees and setting fi re to the 
grass.

b. use their land intensively and 
continuously.

c. generally have much more leisure time at 
their disposal than do foragers.

d. must be nomadic to take full advantage of 
their land.

e. subsist on a more nutritious diet than do 
horticulturalists.

 6. Which of the following is not one of the basic 
economic types found in nonindustrial 
societies?
a. foraging
b. agriculture
c. horticulture
d. hydroponics
e. pastoralism

 7. Which of the following is found in all adaptive 
strategies?
a. transhumance
b. a division of labor based on gender
c. an emphasis on technology
d. domestication of animals for food
e. a strong positive correlation between the 

importance of kinship and complexity of 
subsistence technology

 8. Economic alienation in industrial societies 
comes about as a result of
a. separation from the product of one’s 

labor.
b. loss of land.
c. a subculture of poverty.
d. negative reciprocity.
e. discontent due to low pay.

 9. Which of the following statements about gener-
alized reciprocity is true?
a. It is characterized by the immediate return 

of the object exchanged.
b. It usually develops after redistribution but 

before the market principle.
c. It is the characteristic form of exchange in 

egalitarian societies.

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Typologies, such as Yehudi Cohen’s adaptive 
strategies, are useful tools of analysis because
a. they prove that there are causal relation-

ships between economic and cultural 
variables.

b. they suggest correlations—that is, associa-
tion or covariation between two or more 
variables, such as economic and cultural 
variables.

c. they suggest that economic systems are a 
better way of categorizing societies than re-
lying on cultural patterns.

d. they are strong predictive powers when 
analyzed in computer models.

e. they have become common language 
among all anthropologists.

 2. Which of the following statements about forag-
ing societies is not true?
a. Foraging societies are characterized by 

large-scale farming.
b. All modern foraging societies depend to 

some extent on government assistance.
c. All modern foraging societies have contact 

with other, nonforaging societies.
d. Many foragers have easily incorporated 

modern technology, such as rifl es and snow-
mobiles, into their subsistence activities.

e. All modern foraging societies live in 
 nation-states.

 3. Which of the following is associated with horti-
cultural systems of cultivation?
a. intensive use of land and human labor
b. use of irrigation and terracing
c. use of draft animals
d. periodic cycles of cultivation and 

fallowing
e. location in arid areas

 4. Which of the following statements about horti-
culture is true?
a. It typically supports life in cities.
b. It usually leads to the destruction of the 

soil through overuse.
c. It can support permanent villages.
d. It requires more labor than agriculture.
e. It is usually associated with state-level 

societies.

Test 
Yourself!

economizing 171
economy 168
generalized reciprocity 175
horticulture 161
market principle 174
means (or factors) of production 169
mode of production 168
negative reciprocity 175

nomadism, pastoral 167
pastoralists 167
peasant 173
potlatch 176
reciprocity 174
reciprocity continuum 175
redistribution 174
transhumance 167
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FILL IN THE BLANK

1. In nonindustrial societies, a  mode of production prevails.

2. The way a society’s social relations are organized to produce the labor necessary for generating the soci-
ety’s subsistence and energy needs is known as the .  refer to society’s major productive 
resources, such as land, labor, technology, and capital.

3. Economists tend to assume that producers and distributors make decisions rationally by using the 
 motive. Anthropologists, however, know that this motive is not universal.

4. When a farmer gives 20 percent of his crop to a landlord, he is contributing to his  fund.

5. The  is a festive event within a regional exchange system among tribes of the North Pacifi c Coast 
of North America.  anthropologists interpret this event as a cultural adaptation to alternating pe-
riods of local abundance and shortage, rejecting the belief that it illustrates economically wasteful and ir-
rational behavior.

Bates, D. G.
2005 Human Adaptive Strategies: Ecology, Culture, 

and Politics, 3rd ed. Boston: Pearson/Allyn & 
Bacon. Recent discussion of the different adap-
tive strategies and their political correlates.

Cohen, Y.
1974 Man in Adaptation: The Cultural Present, 

2nd ed. Chicago: Aldine. Presents Cohen’s eco-
nomic typology of adaptive strategies and uses 
it to organize a valuable set of essays on culture 
and adaptation.

Lee, R. B.
2003 The Dobe Ju/’hoansi, 3rd ed. Belmont, CA: 

Wadsworth. Account of well-known San forag-
ers, by one of their principal ethnographers.

Lee, R. B., and R. H. Daly
1999 The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Hunters and 

Gatherers. New York: Cambridge University 
Press. Indispensable reference work on foragers.

Sahlins, M. D.
2004 Stone Age Economics. New York: Routledge. 

A reprinted classic, with a new preface.
Salzman, P. C.

2004 Pastoralists: Equality, Hierarchy, and the 
State. Boulder, CO: Westview. What we can learn 
from pastoralists about equality, freedom, and 
democracy.

Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

d. It disappears with the origin of the state.
e. It is exemplifi ed by silent trade.

10. Which of the following inhibits stratifi cation?
a. class endogamy
b. caste notions of purity and pollution

c. monopoly on the legitimate use of force
d. ceremonial redistribution of material 

goods
e. control over ideology by elites

Multiple Choice: 1. (B); 2. (A); 3. (D); 4. (C); 5. (B); 6. (D); 7. (B); 8. (A); 9. (C); 10. (D); Fill in the Blank: 1. kin-based; 2. mode of production, 
Means of production; 3. profi t; 4. rent; 5. potlatch, Ecological

CRITICAL THINKING

1. When considering issues of “human nature,” why should we remember that the egalitarian band was a 
basic form of human social life for most of our history?

2. Intensive agriculture has signifi cant effects on social and environmental relations. What are some of these 
effects? Are they good or bad?

3. What does it mean when anthropologists describe nonindustrial economic systems as “embedded” in 
society?

4. What are your scarce means? How do you make decisions about allocating them?

5. Give examples from your own exchanges of different degrees of reciprocity. Why are anthropologists 
 interested in studying exchange across cultures?
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State organized societies 

have formal governmental 

institutions, such as the 

German Reichstag 

(Parliament) in Berlin, shown 

here on a typical work day. 

What kinds of 

political systems 

have existed 

worldwide, and 

what are their social 

and economic 

correlates?

How does the state 

differ from other 

forms of political 

organization?

What is social 

control, and how is 

it established and 

maintained in 

various societies?
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WHAT IS “THE 
POLITICAL”?

TYPES AND TRENDS

BANDS AND TRIBES

Foraging Bands

Tribal Cultivators

The Village Head

The “Big Man”

Pantribal Sodalities and 
Age Grades

Nomadic Politics

CHIEFDOMS

Political and Economic 
Systems in Chiefdoms

Social Status in 
Chiefdoms

Status Systems in 
Chiefdoms and States

Stratifi cation

STATES

Population Control

Judiciary

Enforcement

Fiscal Systems

SOCIAL CONTROL

Hegemony

Weapons of the Weak

Politics, Shame, and 
Sorcery

erous with their supporters. Payback may take 

the form of a night in the Lincoln bedroom, an 

invitation to a strategic dinner, an ambassador-

ship, or largesse to a particular area of the 

country. Tribal big men amass wealth and then 

give away pigs. Successful American politicians 

also dish out “pork.”

 As with the big man, eloquence and com-

munication skills contribute to political suc-

cess (e.g., Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, and 

Ronald Reagan), although lack of such skills 

isn’t necessarily fatal (e.g., either President 

Bush). What about physical fi tness? Hair, 

height, health (and even a nice smile) are cer-

tainly political advantages. Bravery, as demon-

strated through distinguished military service, 

may help political careers, but it certainly isn’t 

required. Nor does it guarantee success. Just 

ask John McCain, John Kerry, or Wesley Clark. 

Supernatural powers? Candidates who pro-

claim themselves atheists are as rare as self-

identified witches. Almost all political 

candidates claim to belong to a mainstream 

religion. Some even present their policies as 

promoting God’s will.

 However, contemporary politics isn’t just 

about personality, as it is in big man systems. 

We live in a state-organized, stratifi ed society 

with inherited wealth, power, and privilege, all 

of which have political implications. As is typi-

cal of states, inheritance and kin connections 

play a role in political success. Just think of 

Kennedys, Bushes, Gores, Clintons, and Doles.

Y ou’ve probably heard the expres-

sion “Big Man on Campus” used to 

describe a collegian who is very 

well-known and/or popular. One 

website (www.ehow.com/how_2112834_be-

big-man-campus.html) offers advice about 

how to become a BMOC. According to that 

site, helpful attributes include lots of friends, a 

cool car, a hip wardrobe, a nice smile, a sports 

connection, and a sense of humor. “Big man” 

has a different but related meaning in anthro-

pology. Many indigenous cultures of the South 

Pacifi c had a kind of political fi gure that anthro-

pologists call the “big man.” Such a leader 

achieved his status through hard work, amass-

ing wealth in the form of pigs and other native 

riches. Characteristics that distinguished the 

big man from his fellows, enabling him to at-

tract loyal supporters (aka lots of friends), in-

cluded wealth, generosity, eloquence, physical 

fi tness, bravery, and supernatural powers. 

Those who became big men did so because of 

their personalities rather than by inheriting 

their wealth or position.

 Do any of the factors that make for a suc-

cessful big man (or BMOC, for that matter) con-

tribute to political success in a modern nation 

such as the United States? Although American 

politicians often use their own wealth, inher-

ited or created, to fi nance campaigns, they also 

solicit labor and monetary contributions (rather 

than pigs) from supporters. And, like big men, 

successful American politicians try to be gen-

WHAT IS “THE POLITICAL”?
Anthropologists and political scientists 
share an interest in political systems and 
organization, but the anthropological ap-
proach is global and comparative, and in-

cludes nonstates as well as the states and 
nation-states usually studied by political 
scientists. Anthropological studies have 
revealed substantial variation in power 
(formal and informal), authority, and legal 
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Chapter 8  Political Systems 185

systems in different societies and communities. 
(Power is the ability to exercise one’s will over 
others; authority is the socially approved use of 
power.) (See Cheater, ed. 1999; Gledhill 2000; 
Kurtz 2001; Wolf with Silverman 2001.)
 Recognizing that political organization is 
sometimes just an aspect of social organization, 
Morton Fried offered this defi nition:

 Political Organization comprises those 
 portions of social organization that specifi -
cally relate to the individuals or groups that 
manage the affairs of public policy or seek to 
control the appointment or activities of those 
individuals or groups. (Fried 1967, pp. 20–21)

 This defi nition certainly fi ts contemporary 
North America. Under “individuals or groups 
that manage the affairs of public policy” come 
federal, state (provincial), and local (municipal) 
governments. Those who seek to control the ac-
tivities of the groups that manage public policy 
include such interest groups as political parties, 
unions, corporations, consumers, activists, action 
committees, religious groups, and nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs).
 Fried’s defi nition is much less applicable to 
nonstates, where it was often diffi cult to detect 
any “public policy.” For this reason, I prefer to 
speak of sociopolitical organization in discussing 

the regulation or management of interrelations 
among groups and their representatives. In a gen-
eral sense, regulation is the process that ensures 
that variables stay within their normal ranges, 
corrects deviations from the norm, and thus main-
tains a system’s integrity. In the case of political 
regulation, this includes such things as decision 
making, social control, and confl ict resolution. 
The study of political regulation draws our atten-
tion to those who make decisions and resolve 
confl icts (are there formal leaders?).
 Ethnographic and archaeological studies in 
hundreds of places have revealed many correla-
tions between economy and social and political 
organization.

TYPES AND TRENDS
Decades ago, the anthropologist Elman Service 
(1962) listed four types, or levels, of political orga-
nization: band, tribe, chiefdom, and state. Today, 
none of these political entities (polities) can be 
studied as a self-contained form of political orga-
nization, since all exist within nation-states and 
are subject to state control. There is archaeological 
evidence for early bands, tribes, and chiefdoms 
that existed before the fi rst states appeared. How-
ever, since anthropology came into being long 

On August 29, 2009 in New York City, supporters of Health Care Reform demonstrate for a public option. Citizens 

routinely use collective action to infl uence public policy. Have your own actions ever infl uenced public policy?
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186 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

tems and institutions. Nevertheless, Service’s ty-
pology does highlight some signifi cant contrasts 
in political organization, especially those between 
states and nonstates. For example, in bands and 
tribes—unlike states, which have clearly visible 
governments—political organization did not 
stand out as separate and distinct from the total 
social order. In bands and tribes, it was diffi cult to 
characterize an act or event as political rather than 
merely social.
 Service’s labels “band,” “tribe,” “chiefdom,” 
and “state” are categories or types within a socio-
political typology. These types are correlated with 
the adaptive strategies (economic typology) dis-
cussed in the chapter “Making a Living.” Thus, 
foragers (an economic type) tended to have band 
organization (a  sociopolitical type). Similarly, 
many horticulturalists and pastoralists lived in 
tribal societies (or, more simply, tribes). Although 
most chiefdoms had farming economies, herding 
was important in some Middle Eastern chief-
doms. Nonindustrial states usually had an agri-
cultural base.
 With food production came larger, denser pop-
ulations and more complex economies than was 
the case among foragers. These features posed 
new regulatory problems, which gave rise to more 
complex relations and linkages. Many sociopoliti-
cal trends refl ect the increased regulatory demands 
associated with food production. Archaeologists 
have studied these trends through time, and cul-
tural anthropologists have observed them among 
contemporary groups.

BANDS AND TRIBES
This chapter examines a series of societies with dif-
ferent political systems. A common set of questions 
will be addressed for each one. What kinds of so-
cial groups does the society have? How do people 
affi liate with those groups? How do the groups 
link up with larger ones? How do the groups rep-
resent themselves to each other? How are their in-
ternal and external relations regulated? To answer 
these questions, we begin with bands and tribes 
and then move on to chiefdoms and states.

Foraging Bands
Modern hunter-gatherers should not be seen as 
representative of Stone Age peoples, all of whom 
also were foragers. Just how much can contempo-
rary and recent foragers tell us about the economic 
and social relations that characterized humanity 
before food production? Modern foragers, after 
all, live in nation-states and an interlinked world. 
For generations, the pygmies of Congo have 
shared a social world and economic exchanges 
with their neighbors who are cultivators. All 
foragers now trade with food producers. Most 

 after the origin of the state, anthropologists have 
never been able to observe “in the fl esh” a band, 
tribe, or chiefdom outside the infl uence of some 
state. All the bands, tribes, and chiefdoms known 
to ethnography have been within the borders of a 
state. There still may be local political leaders (e.g., 
village heads) and regional fi gures (e.g., chiefs) of 
the sort discussed in this chapter, but all exist and 
function within the context of state organization.
 A band refers to a small kin-based group (all the 
members are related to each other by kinship or 
marriage ties) found among foragers. Tribes had 
economies based on nonintensive food produc-
tion (horticulture and pastoralism). Living in vil-
lages and organized into kin groups based on 
common descent (clans and lineages), tribes 
lacked a formal government and had no reliable 
means of enforcing political decisions. Chiefdom 
refers to a form of sociopolitical organization in-
termediate between the tribe and the state. In 
chiefdoms, social relations were based mainly on 
kinship, marriage, descent, age, generation, and 
gender—just as they were in bands and tribes. Al-
though chiefdoms were kin-based, they featured 
differential access to resources (some people had 
more wealth, prestige, and power than others) 
and a permanent political structure. The state is a 
form of sociopolitical organization based on a for-
mal government structure and socioeconomic 
stratifi cation.
 The four labels in Service’s typology are much 
too simple to account for the full range of political 
diversity and complexity known to archaeology 
and ethnography. We’ll see, for instance, that 
tribes have varied widely in their political sys-

tribe
Food-producing society 
with rudimentary 
political structure.

Among tropical foragers, women make an important economic contribution 

through gathering, as is true among the San shown here in Namibia. What 

evidence do you see in this photo that contemporary foragers participate in 

the modern world system?
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economy and other aspects of society and culture. 
For example, San groups that still are mobile, or 
that were so until recently, emphasize social, po-
litical, and gender equality. A social system based 
on kinship, reciprocity, and sharing is appropriate 
for an economy with few people and limited re-
sources. The nomadic pursuit of wild plants and 
animals tends to discourage permanent settle-
ment, wealth accumulation, and status distinc-
tions. In this context, families and bands have 
been adaptive social units. People have to share 
meat when they get it; otherwise it rots.
 Foraging bands, small, nomadic or semino-
madic social units, formed seasonally when com-
ponent nuclear families got together. The 
particular families in a band varied from year to 
year. Marriage and kinship created ties between 
members of different bands. Trade and visiting 
also linked them. Band leaders were leaders in 
name only. In such an egalitarian society, they 
were fi rst among equals. Sometimes they gave 
advice or made decisions, but they had no way to 
enforce their decisions.

The Inuit
The aboriginal Inuit (Hoebel 1954, 1954/1968), 
another group of foragers, provide a good exam-
ple of methods of settling disputes—confl ict 
resolution—in stateless societies. All societies 
have ways of settling disputes (of variable effec-
tiveness) along with cultural rules or norms about 
proper and improper behavior. Norms are cultural 
standards or guidelines that enable individuals to 
distinguish between appropriate and inappropri-
ate behavior in a given society (N. Kottak 2002). 
While rules and norms are cultural universals, 
only state societies, those with established gov-
ernments, have formal laws that are formulated, 
proclaimed, and enforced.
 Foragers lacked formal law in the sense of a 
legal code with trial and enforcement. The ab-
sence of law did not entail total anarchy. As de-
scribed by E. A. Hoebel (1954) in a study of Inuit 
confl ict resolution, a sparse population of some 
20,000 Inuit spanned 6,000 miles (9,500 kilome-
ters) of the Arctic region (Figure 8.1). The most 
signifi cant social groups were the nuclear family 
and the band. Personal relationships linked the 
families and bands. Some bands had headmen. 
There were also shamans (part-time religious spe-
cialists). However, these positions conferred little 
power on those who occupied them.
 Hunting and fi shing by men were the primary 
Inuit subsistence activities. The diverse and 
abundant plant foods available in warmer areas, 
where female labor in gathering is important, 
were absent in the Arctic. Traveling on land and 
sea in a bitter environment, Inuit men faced more 
dangers than women did. The traditional male 
role took its toll in lives. Adult women would 
have outnumbered men substantially without 

confl ict resolution
Means of settling 
disputes.

law
Legal code of a state 
society, with trial and 
enforcement.

contemporary hunter-gatherers rely on govern-
ments and on missionaries for at least part of 
what they consume.

The San
In the chapter “Making a Living,” we saw how the 
Basarwa San are affected by policies of the govern-
ment of Botswana, which relocated them after con-
verting their ancestral lands into a wildlife reserve 
(Motseta 2006). The government of Botswana is 
not the fi rst to implement policies and systems that 
affect the Basarwa San. San speakers (“Bushmen”) 
of southern Africa have been infl uenced by Bantu 
speakers (farmers and herders) for 2,000 years and 
by Europeans for centuries. Edwin Wilmsen (1989) 
argues that many San descend from herders who 
were pushed into the desert by poverty or oppres-
sion. He sees the San today as a rural underclass in 
a larger political and economic system dominated 
by Europeans and Bantu food producers. As a re-
sult of this system, many San now tend cattle for 
wealthier Bantu rather than foraging indepen-
dently. They also have domesticated animals, indi-
cating their movement away from their foraging 
lifestyle.
 Susan Kent (1992, 1996) notes a tendency to 
stereotype foragers, to treat them all as alike. They 
used to be stereotyped as isolated, primitive sur-
vivors of the Stone Age. A new stereotype sees 
them as culturally deprived people forced by 
states, colonialism, or world events into marginal 
environments. Although this view often is exag-
gerated, it probably is more accurate than the for-
mer one. Modern foragers differ substantially 
from Stone Age hunter-gatherers.
 Kent (1996) stresses variation among foragers, 
focusing on diversity in time and space among 
the San. The nature of San life has changed con-
siderably since the 1950s and 1960s, when a series 
of anthropologists from Harvard University, in-
cluding Richard Lee, embarked on a systematic 
study of life in the Kalahari. Lee and others have 
documented many of the changes in various pub-
lications (Lee 1979, 1984, 2003; Silberbauer 1981; 
Tanaka 1980). Such longitudinal research moni-
tors variation in time, while fi eld work in many 
San areas has revealed variation in space. One of 
the most important contrasts was found to be that 
between settled (sedentary) and nomadic groups 
(Kent and Vierich 1989). Although sedentism has 
increased substantially in recent years, some 
San groups (along rivers) have been sedentary 
for generations. Others, including the Dobe 
Ju/’hoansi San studied by Lee (1984, 2003) and 
the Kutse San that Kent studied, have retained 
more of the hunter-gatherer lifestyle.
 Modern foragers are not Stone Age relics, liv-
ing fossils, lost tribes, or noble savages. Still, to 
the extent that foraging has been the basis of their 
subsistence, contemporary and recent hunter-
gatherers can illustrate links between a foraging 

kot16988_ch08_182-209.indd Page 187  1/9/10  12:16:41 AM user-f470kot16988_ch08_182-209.indd Page 187  1/9/10  12:16:41 AM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



188 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

occasional female infanticide (killing of a baby), 
which Inuit culture permitted.
 Despite this crude (and to us unthinkable) 
means of population regulation, there were still 
more adult women than men. This permitted 
some men to have two or three wives. The ability 
to support more than one wife conferred a certain 
amount of prestige, but it also encouraged envy. 
(Prestige is esteem, respect, or approval for cultur-
ally valued acts or qualities.) If a man seemed to 
be taking additional wives just to enhance his 
reputation, a rival was likely to steal one of them. 
Most disputes were between men and originated 
over women, caused by wife stealing or adultery. 
If a man discovered that his wife had been having 
sexual relations without his permission, he con-
sidered himself wronged.
 Although public opinion would not let the 
husband ignore the matter, he had several op-
tions. He could try to kill the wife stealer. How-
ever, if he succeeded, one of his rival’s kinsmen 
would surely try to kill him in retaliation. One 

dispute could escalate into several deaths as rela-
tives avenged a succession of murders. No gov-
ernment existed to intervene and stop such a blood 
feud (a murderous feud between families). How-
ever, one also could challenge a rival to a song 
battle. In a public setting, contestants made up 
insulting songs about each other. At the end of the 
match, the audience judged one of them the win-
ner. However, if a man whose wife had been sto-
len won, there was no guarantee she would 
return. Often she would decide to stay with her 
abductor.
 Thefts are common in societies with marked 
property differentials, like our own, but thefts are 
uncommon among foragers. Each Inuit had ac-
cess to the resources needed to sustain life. Every 
man could hunt, fi sh, and make the tools neces-
sary for subsistence. Every woman could obtain 
the materials needed to make clothing, prepare 
food, and do domestic work. Inuit men could 
even hunt and fi sh in the territories of other local 
groups. There was no notion of private ownership 
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of territory or animals. However, certain minor 
personal items were associated with a specifi c 
person. In various societies, such items include 
things such as arrows, a tobacco pouch, clothing, 
and personal ornaments. One of the most basic 
Inuit beliefs was that “all natural resources are 
free or common goods” (Hoebel 1954/1968). 
Band-organized societies usually lack differential 
access to strategic resources. If people want some-
thing from someone else, they ask for it, and usu-
ally it is given.

Tribal Cultivators
As is true with foraging bands, there are no totally 
autonomous tribes in today’s world. Still, there are 
societies, for example, in Papua New Guinea and 
in South America’s tropical forests, in which tribal 
principles still operate. Tribes typically have a 
horticultural or pastoral economy and are organ-
ized by village life and/or membership in descent 
groups (kin groups whose members trace descent 
from a common ancestor). Tribes lack socioeco-
nomic stratifi cation (i.e., a class structure) and a 
formal government of their own. A few tribes still 
conduct small-scale warfare, in the form of inter-
village raiding. Tribes have more effective regula-
tory mechanisms than foragers do, but tribal 
societies have no sure means of enforcing political 
decisions. The main regulatory offi cials are vil-
lage heads, “big men,” descent-group leaders, 
village councils, and leaders of pantribal associa-
tions. All these fi gures and groups have limited 
authority.
 Like foragers, horticulturalists tend to be egali-
tarian, although some have marked gender strati-
fi cation: an unequal distribution of resources, 
power, prestige, and personal freedom between 
men and women. Horticultural villages are usu-
ally small, with low population density and open 
access to strategic resources. Age, gender, and 
personal traits determine how much respect peo-
ple receive and how much support they get from 
others. Egalitarianism diminishes, however, as 
village size and population density increase. Hor-
ticultural villages usually have headmen—rarely, 
if ever, headwomen.

The Village Head
The Yanomami (Chagnon 1997) are Native Ameri-
cans who live in southern Venezuela and the adja-
cent part of Brazil. Their tribal society has about 
20,000 people living in 200 to 250 widely scattered 
villages, each with a population between 40 and 
250. The Yanomami are horticulturalists who also 
hunt and gather. Their staple crops are bananas 
and plantains (a bananalike crop). There are more 
signifi cant social groups among the Yanomami 
than exist in a foraging society. The Yanomami 
have families, villages, and descent groups. Their 

descent groups, which span more than one village, 
are patrilineal (ancestry is traced back through 
males only) and exogamous (people must marry 
outside their own descent group). However, local 
branches of two different descent groups may live 
in the same village and intermarry.
 As has been true in many village-based tribal 
societies, the only leadership position among the 
Yanomami is that of village head (always a man). 
His authority, like that of a foraging band’s leader, 
is severely limited. If a headman wants some-
thing done, he must lead by example and persua-
sion. The headman lacks the right to issue orders. 
He can only persuade, harangue, and try to infl u-
ence public opinion. For example, if he wants 
people to clean up the central plaza in prepara-
tion for a feast, he must start sweeping it himself, 
hoping that his covillagers will take the hint and 
relieve him.

head, village
Local tribal leader with 
limited authority.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Leadership among the Canela, www. mhhe.com/kottak

This clip features ethnographer Bill Crocker, who has 
worked among the Canela for more than 40 years, and 
Raimundo Roberto, a respected ceremonial chief, who 
has been Crocker’s key cultural consultant during that 
entire time. Raimundo discusses his role in Canela 
society, mentioning the values of generosity, sharing, 
and comforting words. How does this clip illustrate 
differences between leadership in a tribal society and 
leadership in our own? Does Raimundo have formal 
authority? Compare him to the Yanomami village head 
and the band leader discussed in this chapter. The clip 
also shows a mending ceremony celebrating the 
healing of a rift that once threatened Canela society.

 When confl ict erupts within the village, the 
headman may be called on as a mediator who lis-
tens to both sides. He will give an opinion and 
advice. If a disputant is unsatisfi ed, the headman 
can do nothing. He has no power to back his deci-
sions and no way to impose punishments. Like 
the band leader, he is fi rst among equals.
 A Yanomami village headman also must lead 
in generosity. Because he must be more generous 
than any other villager, he cultivates more land. 
His garden provides much of the food consumed 
when his village holds a feast for another village. 
The headman represents the village in its dealings 
with outsiders. Sometimes he visits other villages 
to invite people to a feast. The way a person acts 
as headman depends on his personal traits and 
the number of supporters he can muster. One vil-
lage headman, Kaobawa, intervened in a dispute 
between a husband and a wife and kept him from 
killing her (Chagnon 1968). He also guaranteed 
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Appreciating the complexity of culture means rec-
ognizing that human beings never have lived in 
isolation from other groups. The cultural practices 
that link people include marriage, religion (e.g., 
the missionization described here), trade, travel, 
exploration, warfare, and conquest. As we see in 
this account, local people today must heed not only 
their own customs but also a diversity of laws, 
policies, and decisions made by outsiders. As you 
read this account, pay attention to the various in-
terest groups involved and how their goals and 
wishes might clash. Also consider the various lev-
els of political regulation (local, regional, national, 
and international) that determine how contempo-
rary people such as the Yanomami live their lives 
and strive to maintain their health, autonomy, 
and cultural traditions. Consider as well the effec-
tiveness of Yanomami leaders in dealing with 
agents of the Venezuelan state.

PUERTO AYACUCHO, Venezuela—Three years 

after President Hugo Chávez expelled Ameri-

can missionaries from the Venezuelan Amazon, 

accusing them of using proselytism of remote 

tribes as a cover for espionage, resentment is 

festering here over what some tribal leaders 

say was offi cial negligence. . . .

 Some leaders of the Yanomami, one of 

South America’s largest forest-dwelling tribes, 

say that 50 people in their communities in the 

southern rain forest have died since the expul-

sion of the missionaries in 2005 because of 

recurring shortages of medicine and fuel, and 

unreliable transportation out of the jungle to 

medical facilities.

 Mr. Chávez’s government disputes the 

claims and points to more spending than ever 

on social welfare programs for the Yanomami. 

The spending is part of a broader plan to assert 

greater military and social control over ex-

panses of rain forest that are viewed as essen-

tial for Venezuela’s sovereignty. . . .

 In recent interviews here, government offi -

cials contended that the Yanomami could be 

exaggerating their claims to win more re-

sources from the government and undercut its 

authority in the Amazon. . . .

 The Yanomami claims come amid growing 

concern in Venezuela over indigenous health 

care after a scandal erupted in August over a 

tepid offi cial response to a mystery disease 

that killed 38 Warao Indians in the country’s 

northeast.

 “This government makes a big show of help-

ing the Yanomami, but rhetoric is one thing and 

reality another,” said Ramón González, 49, a Ya-

nomami leader from the village of Yajanamateli 

who traveled recently to Puerto Ayacucho, the 

capital of Amazonas State, to ask military offi cials 

and civilian doctors for improved health care.

 “The truth is that Yanomami lives are still 

considered worthless,” said Mr. González. “The 

boats, the planes, the money, it’s all for the 

criollos, not for us,” he said, using a term for 

nonindigenous Venezuelans. . . .

 There are about 26,000 Yanomami in the 

Amazon rain forest, in Venezuela and Brazil, 

where they subsist as seminomadic hunters and 

cultivators of crops like manioc and bananas.

 They remain susceptible to ailments for 

which they have weak defenses, including re-

spiratory diseases and drug-resistant strains of 

malaria. In Puerto Ayacucho, they can be seen 

wandering through the traffi c-clogged streets, 

clad in the modern uniform of T-shirts and 

baggy pants, toting cellphones. . . .

 Mr. González and other Yanomami leaders 

provided the names of 50 people, including 

22 children, who they said died from ailments 

like malaria and pneumonia after the military 

limited civilian and missionary fl ights to their 

villages in 2005. The military replaced the mis-

sionaries’ operations with its own fl eet of small 

planes and helicopters, but critics say the mis-

sions were infrequent or unresponsive.

 The Yanomami leaders said they made the 

list public after showing it to health and military 

D I V E R S I T Y
Yanomami Update: Venezuela
Takes Charge, Problems Arise

appreciating

safety to a delegation from a village with which a 
covillager of his wanted to start a war. Kaobawa 
was a particularly effective headman. He had 
demonstrated his fi erceness in battle, but he also 
knew how to use diplomacy to avoid offending 
other villagers. No one in the village had a better 
personality for the headmanship. Nor (because 
Kaobawa had many brothers) did anyone have 
more supporters. Among the Yanomami, when a 
group is dissatisfi ed with a village headman, its 
members can leave and found a new village; this 
is done from time to time.
 Yanomami society, with its many villages and 
descent groups, is more complex than a band- 

organized society. The Yanomami also face more 
regulatory problems. A headman sometimes can 
prevent a specifi c violent act, but there is no gov-
ernment to maintain order. In fact, intervillage 
raiding in which men are killed and women are 
captured has been a feature of some areas of 
Yanomami territory, particularly those studied by 
Chagnon (1997).
 We also must stress that the Yanomami are not 
isolated from outside events, including mission-
ization (although there still may be uncontacted 
villages). The Yanomami live in two nation-states, 
Venezuela and Brazil, and external warfare waged 
by Brazilian ranchers and miners increasingly has 
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offi cials and receiving a cold response. “They 

told us we should be grateful for the help we’re 

already being given,” said Eduardo Mejía, 24, a 

Yanomami leader from the village of El Cejal.

 “The missionaries were in Amazonas for 

50 years, creating dependent indigenous pop-

ulations in some places, so their withdrawal 

was bound to have positive and negative ef-

fects,” said Carlos Botto, a senior offi cial with 

Caicet, a government research institute that 

focuses on tropical diseases.

 “But one cannot forget that the Yanomami 

and other indigenous groups have learned 

how to exert pressure on the government in 

order to receive food or other benefi ts,” he 

said. “This does not mean there aren’t chal-

lenges in providing them with health care, but 

caution is necessary with claims like these.”

 The dispute has also focused attention on 

an innovative government project created in 

late 2005, the Yanomami Health Plan. With a 

staff of 46, it trains some Yanomami to be 

health workers in their villages while sending 

doctors into the jungle to provide health care 

to remote communities.

 “We have 14 doctors in our team, with 11 

trained in Cuba for work in jungle areas,” said 

Meydell Simancas, 32, a tropical disease spe-

cialist who directs the project from a compound 

here once owned by New Tribes Mission.

 Dr. Simancas said that more than 20 

Yanomami had been trained as paramedics, 

and that statistics showed that doctors had 

 increased immunizations and programs to 

control malaria and river blindness across 

 Amazonas.

 The Yanomami leaders complaining of neg-

ligence acknowledged Dr. Simancas’s good in-

tentions. But they said serious problems 

persisted in coordinating access to doctors 

and medicine with the military, which the 

Yanomami and government doctors both rely 

on for travel in and out of the rain forest. . . .

 Yanomami leaders point to what they con-

sider to be a broad pattern of neglect and con-

descension from public offi cials . . .

SOURCE: Simon Romero, “Rain Forest Tribe’s Charge of 

Neglect Is Shrouded by Religion and Politics.” From 

The New York Times, October 7, 2008. © 2008 The 

New York Times. All rights reserved. Used by permis-

sion and protected by the Copyright Laws of the 

United States. The printing, copying, redistribution, 

or retransmission of the Material without express writ-

ten permission is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

Shown here, as part of a public health outreach program, Julio Guzman, an indigenous 

Yanomami, has his eyes checked by a Venezuelan government doctor.

threatened them (Chagnon 1997; Cultural Survival 
Quarterly 1989; Ferguson 1995). During a Brazil-
ian gold rush between 1987 and 1991, one Yano-
mami died each day, on average, from external 
attacks (including biological warfare—introduced 
diseases to which the Indians lack resistance). By 
1991, there were some 40,000 Brazilian miners in 
the Yanomami homeland. Some Indians were 
killed outright. The miners introduced new dis-
eases, and the swollen population ensured that 
old diseases became epidemic. In 1991, a commis-
sion of the American Anthropological Association 
reported on the plight of the Yanomami. Brazilian 
Yanomami were dying at a rate of 10 percent an-

nually, and their fertility rate had dropped to zero. 
Since then, both the Brazilian and the Venezuelan 
governments have intervened to protect the Ya-
nomami. One Brazilian president declared a huge 
Yanomami territory off-limits to outsiders. Unfor-
tunately, since then local politicians, miners, and 
ranchers often have managed to evade the ban. 
The future of the Brazilian Yanomami remains 
uncertain.
 As we see in this chapter’s “Appreciating Di-
versity,” the Venezuelan Yanomami today must 
heed not only their own customs but also laws, 
policies, and decisions made by outsiders. Vari-
ous levels of political regulation (local, regional, 
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resources during their own lifetimes, as they did 
not inherit their wealth or position.
 A man who was determined enough could be-
come a big man, creating wealth through hard work 
and good judgment. Wealth resulted from success-
ful pig breeding and trading. As a man’s pig herd 
and prestige grew, he attracted supporters. He 
sponsored ceremonial pig feasts in which pigs were 
slaughtered and their meat distributed to guests.
 Unlike the Yanomami village head, a big man’s 
wealth exceeded that of his fellows. His support-
ers, recognizing his past favors and anticipating 
future rewards, recognized him as a leader and 
accepted his decisions as binding. The big man 
was an important regulator of regional events in 
Kapauku life. He helped determine the dates for 
feasts and markets. He persuaded people to spon-
sor feasts, which distributed pork and wealth. He 
initiated economic projects requiring the coopera-
tion of a regional community.
 The Kapauku big man again exemplifi es a gen-
eralization about leadership in tribal societies: If 
someone achieves wealth and widespread respect 
and support, he or she must be generous. The big 
man worked hard not to hoard wealth but to be 
able to give away the fruits of his labor, to convert 
wealth into prestige and gratitude. A stingy big 
man would lose his support, his reputation plum-
meting. The Kapauku might take even more ex-
treme measures against big men who hoarded 
wealth. Selfi sh and greedy men sometimes were 
murdered by their fellows.
 Kapauku cultivation has used varied techniques 
for specifi c kinds of land. Labor-intensive cultiva-
tion in valleys involves mutual aid in turning the 
soil before planting. The digging of long drainage 
ditches, which a big man often helped organize, is 
even more complex. Kapauku plant cultivation 
supports a larger and denser population than does 
the simpler horticulture of the Yanomami. Kapauku 
society could not survive in its current form with-
out collective cultivation and political regulation of 
the more complex economic tasks.

Pantribal Sodalities 
and Age Grades
Big men could forge regional political organiza-
tion—albeit temporarily—by mobilizing people 
from different villages. Other social and political 
mechanisms in tribal societies, such as a belief in 
common ancestry, kinship, or descent, could be 
used to link local groups within a region. The 
same descent group, for example, might span sev-
eral villages, and its dispersed members might 
follow a descent-group leader.
 Principles other than kinship also can link local 
groups. In a modern nation, a labor union, na-
tional sorority or fraternity, political party, or re-
ligious denomination may provide such a 
nonkin-based link. In tribes, nonkin groups called 

national, and international) now determine how 
contemporary people such as the Yanomami live 
their lives.

The “Big Man”
In many areas of the South Pacifi c, particularly 
the Melanesian Islands and Papua New Guinea, 
native cultures had a kind of political leader that 
we call the “big man.” The big man (almost al-
ways a male) was an elaborate version of the vil-
lage head, but with one signifi cant difference. The 
village head’s leadership is within one village; 
the big man had supporters in several villages. 
The big man therefore was a regulator of regional 
political organization.
 The Kapauku Papuans live in Irian Jaya, Indone-
sia (which is on the island of New Guinea) (Figure 
8.2). Anthropologist Leopold Pospisil (1963) stud-
ied the Kapauku (45,000 people), who grow crops 
(with the sweet potato as their staple) and raise 
pigs. Their economy is too complex to be described 
as simple horticulture. The only political fi gure 
among the Kapauku was the big man, known as a 
tonowi. A tonowi achieved his status through hard 
work, amassing wealth in the form of pigs and 
other native riches. Characteristics that distin-
guished a big man from his fellows included wealth, 
generosity, eloquence, physical fi tness, bravery, and 
supernatural powers. Men became big men because 
they had certain personalities. They had to amass 

big man
Generous tribal entre-
preneur with multivillage 
support.

The “big man” per-

suades people to or-

ganize feasts, which 

distribute pork and 

wealth. Shown here 

is such a regional 

event, drawing on 

several villages, in 

Papua New Guinea. 

Big men owe their 

status to their indi-

vidual personalities 

rather than to inher-

ited wealth or posi-

tion. Does our 

society have equiva-

lents of big men?
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associations or sodalities may serve the same link-
ing function. Often, sodalities are based on com-
mon age or gender, with all-male sodalities more 
common than all-female ones.
 Pantribal sodalities (those that extend across 
the whole tribe, spanning several villages) some-
times arose in areas where two or more different 
cultures came into regular contact. Such sodalities 
were especially likely to develop in the presence of 
warfare between tribes. Drawing their membership 
from different villages of the same tribe, pantribal 
sodalities could mobilize men in many local groups 
for attack or retaliation against another tribe.
 In the cross-cultural study of nonkin groups, 
we must distinguish between those that are con-
fi ned to a single village and those that span sev-
eral local groups. Only the latter, the pantribal 
groups, are important in general military mobili-
zation and regional political organization. Local-
ized men’s houses and clubs, limited to particular 
villages, are found in many horticultural societies 
in tropical South America, Melanesia, and Papua 
New Guinea. These groups may organize village 
activities and even intervillage raiding, but their 
leaders are similar to village heads and their po-
litical scope is mainly local. The following discus-
sion concerns pantribal groups.
 The best examples of pantribal sodalities come 
from the Central Plains of North America and 
from tropical Africa. During the 18th and 19th 
centuries, native populations of the Great Plains 
of the United States and Canada experienced a 
rapid growth of pantribal sodalities. This devel-
opment refl ected an economic change that fol-
lowed the spread of horses, which had been 
reintroduced to the Americas by the Spanish, to 
the states between the Rocky Mountains and the 
Mississippi River. Many Plains Indian societies 
changed their adaptive strategies because of the 
horse. At fi rst, they had been foragers who hunted 
bison (buffalo) on foot. Later, they adopted a 
mixed economy based on hunting, gathering, and 
horticulture. Finally, they changed to a much 
more specialized economy based on horseback 
hunting of bison (eventually with rifl es).
 As the Plains tribes were undergoing these 
changes, other Indians also adopted horseback 
hunting and moved into the Plains. Attempting to 
occupy the same area, groups came into confl ict. 
A pattern of warfare developed in which the 
members of one tribe raided another, usually for 
horses. The new economy demanded that people 
follow the movement of the bison herds. During 
the winter, when the bison dispersed, a tribe frag-
mented into small bands and families. In the sum-
mer, as huge herds assembled on the Plains, 
members of the tribe reunited. They camped to-
gether for social, political, and religious activities, 
but mainly for communal bison hunting.
 Only two activities in the new adaptive strat-
egy demanded strong leadership: organizing and 

carrying out raids on enemy camps (to capture 
horses) and managing the summer bison hunt. 
All the Plains cultures developed pantribal sodal-
ities, and leadership roles within them, to police 
the summer hunt. Leaders coordinated hunting 
efforts, making sure that people did not cause a 
stampede with an early shot or an ill-advised ac-
tion. Leaders imposed severe penalties, including 
seizure of a culprit’s wealth, for disobedience.
 Some of the Plains sodalities were age sets of 
increasing rank. Each set included all the men—
from that tribe’s component bands—born during a 
certain time span. Each set had its distinctive dance, 
songs, possessions, and privileges. Members of 
each set had to pool their wealth to buy admission 
to the next higher level as they moved up the age 
hierarchy. Most Plains societies had pantribal war-
rior associations whose rituals celebrated milita-
rism. As noted previously, the leaders of these 
associations organized bison hunting and raiding. 
They also arbitrated disputes during the summer, 
when large numbers of people came together.
 Many of the tribes that adopted this Plains 
strategy of adaptation had once been foragers for 
whom hunting and gathering had been individ-
ual or small-group affairs. They never had come 
together previously as a single social unit. Age 

age set
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and gender were available as social principles 
that could quickly and effi ciently forge unrelated 
people into pantribal groups.
 Raiding of one tribe by another, this time for 
cattle rather than horses, also was common in east-
ern and southeastern Africa, where pantribal so-
dalities, including age sets, also developed. Among 
the pastoral Masai of Kenya and Tanzania (Figure 
8.3), men born during the same four-year period 
were circumcised together and belonged to the 
same named group, an age set, throughout their 
lives. The sets moved through grades, the most im-
portant of which was the warrior grade. Members 
of the set who wished to enter the warrior grade 
were at fi rst discouraged by its current occupants, 
who eventually vacated the warrior grade and mar-
ried. Members of a set felt a strong allegiance to one 
another and eventually had sexual rights to each 
other’s wives. Masai women lacked comparable set 
organization, but they also passed through cultur-
ally recognized age grades: the initiate, the married 
woman, and the postmenopausal woman.
 To understand the difference between an age 
set and an age grade, think of a college class, the 
Class of 2012, for example, and its progress 
through the university. The age set would be the 
group of people constituting the Class of 2012, 
while the fi rst (“freshman”), sophomore, junior, 
and senior years would represent the age grades.
 Not all cultures with age grades also have age 
sets. When there are no sets, men can enter or 
leave a particular grade individually or collec-
tively, often by going through a predetermined 

ritual. The grades most commonly recognized in 
Africa are these:

1. Recently initiated youths.

2. Warriors.

3.  One or more grades of mature men who play 
important roles in pantribal government.

4.  Elders, who may have special ritual respon-
sibilities.

 In certain parts of West Africa and Central 
Africa, the pantribal sodalities are secret societies, 
made up exclusively of men or women. Like our 
college fraternities and sororities, these associa-
tions have secret initiation ceremonies. Among the 
Mende of Sierra Leone, men’s and women’s secret 
societies are very infl uential. The men’s group, the 
Poro, trains boys in social conduct, ethics, and reli-
gion and supervises political and economic activi-
ties. Leadership roles in the Poro often overshadow 
village headship and play an important part in so-
cial control, dispute management, and tribal politi-
cal regulation. Like descent, then, age, gender, and 
ritual can link members of different local groups 
into a single social collectivity in tribal society and 
thus create a sense of ethnic identity, of belonging 
to the same cultural tradition.

Nomadic Politics
Although many pastoralists, such as the Masai, 
had tribal sociopolitical organization, a range of 
demographic and sociopolitical diversity occurs 

Natives of the Great 

Plains of North 

America originally 

hunted bison (buf-

falo) on foot, using 

the bow and arrow. 

The introduction of 

horses and rifl es 

fueled a pattern of 

horse raiding and 

warfare. How far 

had the change 

gone, as depicted in 

this painting?
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with pastoralism. A comparison of pastoralists 
shows that as regulatory problems increase, po-
litical hierarchies become more complex. Political 
organization becomes less personal, more formal, 
and less kinship-oriented. The pastoral strategy 
of adaptation does not dictate any particular po-
litical organization. A range of authority struc-
tures manage regulatory problems associated 
with specifi c environments. Some pastoralists 
have traditionally existed as well-defi ned ethnic 
groups in nation-states. This refl ects pastoralists’ 
need to interact with other populations—a need 
that is less characteristic of the other adaptive 
strategies.
 The scope of political authority among pasto-
ralists expands considerably as regulatory prob-
lems increase in densely populated regions. 
Consider two Iranian pastoral nomadic tribes: the 
Basseri and the Qashqai (Salzman 1974). Starting 
each year from a plateau near the coast, these 
groups took their animals to grazing land 17,000 
feet (5,400 meters) above sea level. The Basseri 
and the Qashqai shared this route with one 
another and with several other ethnic groups 
(Figure 8.4).
 Use of the same pasture land at different times 
was carefully scheduled. Ethnic-group move-
ments were tightly coordinated. Expressing this 
schedule is il-rah, a concept common to all Iranian 
nomads. A group’s il-rah is its customary path in 
time and space. It is the schedule, different for 
each group, of when specifi c areas can be used in 
the annual trek.
 Each tribe had its own leader, known as the 
khan or il-khan. The Basseri khan, because he dealt 
with a smaller population, faced fewer problems 
in coordinating its movements than did the lead-
ers of the Qashqai. Correspondingly, his rights, 
privileges, duties, and authority were weaker. 
Nevertheless, his authority exceeded that of any 
political fi gure we have discussed so far. How-
ever, the khan’s authority still came from his per-
sonal traits rather than from his offi ce. That is, the 
Basseri followed a particular khan not because of a 
political position he happened to fi ll but because 
of their personal allegiance and loyalty to him as 
a man. The khan relied on the support of the heads 
of the descent groups into which Basseri society 
was divided.
 In Qashqai society, however, allegiance shifts 
from the person to the offi ce. The Qashqai had 
multiple levels of authority and more powerful 
chiefs or khans. Managing 400,000 people required 
a complex hierarchy. Heading it was the il-khan, 
helped by a deputy, under whom were the heads 
of constituent tribes, under each of whom were 
descent-group heads.
 A case illustrates just how developed the 
Qashqai authority structure was. A hailstorm pre-
vented some nomads from joining the annual mi-
gration at the appointed time. Although everyone 
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Among the Masai of Kenya and Tanzania, men born during the same four-

year period were circumcised together. They belonged to the same named 

group, an age set, throughout their lives. The sets moved through grades, of 

which the most important was the warrior grade. Here we see the warrior 

(ilmurran) age grade dancing with a group of girls of a lower age grade (intoyie). 

Do we have any equivalents of age sets or grades in our own society?
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recognized that they were not responsible for 
their delay, the il-khan assigned them less favor-
able grazing land, for that year only, in place of 
their usual pasture. The tardy herders and other 
Qashqai considered the judgment fair and didn’t 
question it. Thus, Qashqai authorities regulated 
the annual migration. They also adjudicated 
disputes between people, tribes, and descent 
groups.
 These Iranian cases illustrate the fact that pas-
toralism is often just one among many specialized 
economic activities within complex nation-states 
and regional systems. As part of a larger whole, 
pastoral tribes are constantly pitted against other 
ethnic groups. In these nations, the state becomes 
a fi nal authority, a higher-level regulator that at-
tempts to limit confl ict between ethnic groups. 
State organization arose not just to manage agri-
cultural economies but also to regulate the activi-
ties of ethnic groups within expanding social and 
economic systems.

CHIEFDOMS
Having looked at bands and tribes, we turn to 
more complex forms of sociopolitical organiza-
tion: chiefdoms and states. The fi rst states emerged 
in the Old World about 5,500 years ago. The fi rst 
chiefdoms developed perhaps a thousand years 
earlier, but few survive today. In many parts of 
the world the chiefdom was a transitional form of 
organization that emerged during the evolution 
of tribes into states. State formation began in 
Mesopotamia (currently Iran and Iraq). It next oc-
curred in Egypt, the Indus Valley of Pakistan and 
India, and northern China. A few thousand years 
later, states also arose in two parts of the Western 
Hemisphere: Mesoamerica (Mexico, Guatemala, 
Belize) and the central Andes (Peru and Bolivia). 
Early states are known as archaic states, or nonin-
dustrial states, in contrast to modern industrial 
nation-states. Robert Carneiro defi nes the state as 
“an autonomous political unit encompassing 
many communities within its territory, having a 
centralized government with the power to collect 
taxes, draft men for work or war, and decree and 
enforce laws” (Carneiro 1970, p. 733).
 The chiefdom and the state, like many catego-
ries used by social scientists, are ideal types. That 
is, they are labels that make social contrasts seem 
sharper than they really are. In reality, there is a 
continuum from tribe to chiefdom to state. Some 
societies have many attributes of chiefdoms 
but retain tribal features. Some advanced chief-
doms have many attributes of archaic states and 
thus are diffi cult to assign to either category. 
Recognizing this “continuous change” (Johnson 
and Earle, eds. 2000), some anthropologists speak 
of “complex chiefdoms” (Earle 1987), which are 
almost states.
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Political organization is well developed among the Qashqai, who share their 

nomadic route and strategic resources with several other tribes. Here, Qashqai 

nomads cross a river in Iran’s Fars province.
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Political and Economic 
Systems in Chiefdoms
Areas with chiefdoms included the circum- 
Caribbean (e.g., Caribbean islands, Panama, Co-
lombia), lowland Amazonia, what is now the 
southeastern United States, and Polynesia. Be-
tween the emergence and spread of food produc-
tion and the expansion of the Roman empire, much 
of Europe was organized at the chiefdom level, to 
which it reverted for centuries after the fall of Rome 
in the fi fth century a.d. Chiefdoms created the 
megalithic cultures of Europe, such as the one that 
built Stonehenge. Bear in mind that chiefdoms and 
states can fall (disintegrate) as well as rise.
 Much of our ethnographic knowledge about 
chiefdoms comes from Polynesia (Kirch 2000), 
where they were common at the time of European 
exploration. In chiefdoms, social relations are 
mainly based on kinship, marriage, descent, age, 
generation, and gender—as they are in bands and 
tribes. This is a basic difference between chief-
doms and states. States bring nonrelatives to-
gether and oblige them to pledge allegiance to a 
government.
 Unlike bands and tribes, however, chiefdoms 
are characterized by permanent political regulation
of the territory they administer. Chiefdoms might 
include thousands of people living in many vil-
lages and/or hamlets. Regulation was carried out 
by the chief and his or her assistants, who occu-
pied political offi ces. An offi ce is a permanent po-
sition, which must be refi lled when it is vacated 
by death or retirement. Because offi ces were sys-
tematically refi lled, the structure of a chiefdom 
endured across the generations, ensuring perma-
nent political regulation.
 In the Polynesian chiefdoms, the chiefs were 
full-time political specialists in charge of regulat-
ing the economy—production, distribution, and 
consumption. Polynesian chiefs relied on religion 
to buttress their authority. They regulated pro-
duction by commanding or prohibiting (using re-
ligious taboos) the cultivation of certain lands and 
crops. Chiefs also regulated distribution and con-
sumption. At certain seasons—often on a ritual 
occasion such as a fi rst-fruit ceremony—people 
would offer part of their harvest to the chief 
through his or her representatives. Products 
moved up the hierarchy, eventually reaching the 
chief. Conversely, illustrating obligatory sharing 
with kin, chiefs sponsored feasts at which they 
gave back much of what they had received.
 Such a fl ow of resources to and then from a 
central offi ce is known as chiefl y redistribution. Re-
distribution offers economic advantages. If the 
different areas specialized in particular crops, 
goods, or services, chiefl y redistribution made 
those products available to the whole society. 
Chiefl y redistribution also played a role in risk 
management. It stimulated production beyond 
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the immediate subsistence level and provided a 
central storehouse for goods that might become 
scarce at times of famine (Earle 1987, 1991). 
Chiefdoms and archaic states had similar econo-
mies, often based on intensive cultivation, and 
both administered systems of regional 
trade or exchange.

Social Status 
in Chiefdoms
Social status in chief-
doms was based on 
seniority of descent. 
Because rank, power, 
prestige, and resources 
came through kinship 
and descent, Polynesian 
chiefs kept extremely 
long genealogies. Some 
chiefs (without writing) 
managed to trace their 
ancestry back 50 genera-
tions. All the people in the 
chiefdom were thought to 
be related to each other. 
Presumably, all were de-
scended from a group of 
founding ancestors.
 The status of chief was 
ascribed, based on seniority 
of descent. The chief would 
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198 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

be the oldest child (usually son) of the oldest child 
of the oldest child, and so on. Degrees of seniority 
were calculated so intricately on some islands that 
there were as many ranks as people. For example, 
the third son would rank below the second, who 

in turn would rank below the fi rst. The children 
of an eldest brother, however, would all rank 
above the children of the next brother, whose chil-
dren would in turn outrank those of younger 
brothers. However, even the lowest-ranking per-
son in a chiefdom was still the chief’s relative. In 
such a kin-based context, everyone, even a chief, 
had to share with his or her relatives.
 Because everyone had a slightly different sta-
tus, it was diffi cult to draw a line between elites 
and common people. Although other chiefdoms 
calculated seniority differently and had shorter 
genealogies than did those in Polynesia, the con-
cern for genealogy and seniority and the absence 
of sharp gaps between elites and commoners 
were features of all chiefdoms.

Status Systems in 
Chiefdoms and States
The status systems of chiefdoms and states are 
similar in that both are based on differential 
 access to resources. This means that some men 
and women had privileged access to power, pres-
tige, and wealth. They controlled strategic re-
sources such as land and water. Earle characterizes 
chiefs as “an incipient aristocracy with advan-
tages in wealth and lifestyle” (1987, p. 290). Nev-
ertheless, differential access in chiefdoms was still 
very much tied to kinship. The people with privi-
leged access were generally chiefs and their near-
est relatives and assistants.
 Compared with chiefdoms, archaic states drew 
a much fi rmer line between elites and masses, dis-
tinguishing at least between nobles and common-
ers. Kinship ties did not extend from the nobles to 
the commoners because of stratum endogamy—
marriage within one’s own group. Commoners 
married commoners; elites married elites.
 Such a division of society into socioeconomic 
strata contrasts strongly with bands and tribes, 
whose status systems are based on prestige, rather 
than on differential access to resources. The pres-
tige differentials that do exist in bands refl ect spe-
cial qualities and abilities. Good hunters get 
respect from their fellows as long as they are gen-
erous. So does a skilled curer, dancer, storyteller—
or anyone else with a talent or skill that others 
appreciate.
 In tribes, some prestige goes to descent-group 
leaders, to village heads, and especially to the big 
man, a regional fi gure who commands the loyalty 
and labor of others. However, all these fi gures must 
be generous. If they accumulate more resources—
that is, property or food—than others in the village, 
they must share them with the others. Since strate-
gic resources are available to everyone, social 
classes based on the possession of unequal amounts 
of resources can never exist.
 In many tribes, particularly those with patri-
lineal descent, men have much greater prestige 

differential access
Favored access to 
resources by superordi-
nates over subordinates.

My home country of Guatemala suffered 36 years of civil war starting 
in the 1960s. During the war, military and paramilitary forces im-
plemented a policy of oppression and persecution toward anyone 

who did not share the ideology held by the military leaders of the mo-
ment. One result of this policy of oppression and persecution was the 
elimination of institutions, such as political parties, that promoted the 
formation of political leaders. In 1986 Guatemala returned to the demo-
cratic path, and in 1996 Guatemalan factions signed peace accords that 
allowed and promoted the formation of political parties. By 2003 the 
stage was set for the participation of many candidates, who attempted 
to convince Guatemalan voters that they were the best choice for 
president.
 I arrived in the United States at the end of 2003, having left Guatemala 
just before an election took place—the fourth election since Guatemala 
returned to democratic government. During that 2003 election, there 
were about 10 political groups, each supporting its own candidate for 
president. The year after my arrival in Ann Arbor, Michigan, national elec-
tions were held in the United States. I was surprised that there were only 
two major parties presenting candidates for president. This observation 
made me wonder why Guatemala has so many political parties compared 
to the United States. After comparing the two election processes, I came 
up with some answers.
 In effect, the presence of so many political parties in Guatemala is an 
attempt by the candidates to fi ll the vacuum of leader-generating institu-
tions created by the civil war. In Guatemala, political parties are formed to 
express and enact the ideas of a small number of individuals, not the ide-
ologies of a structured organization. This allows the governing group to rule 
in favor of a few, benefi ting the group in the short run. However without a 
vision for the governing of the entire nation, the various political parties 
have little opportunity to remain in power. One result of this lack of struc-
tural organization in political parties is that a party dissolves if its candidates 
don’t win an election, and the parties with few offi ces still have to survive 
power struggles within. This affects the chances for an individual to climb 
the political ladder. Most American presidential candidates, however, have 
climbed the political ladder; for example, they move from local elected 
positions to governor, member of the House, or senator, positions in which 
they share ideas for governing with members of the same large political 
group. Either major party can call on a number of people to lead it.
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and power than women do. The gender contrast 
in rights could diminish in chiefdoms, where 
prestige and access to resources were based on 
seniority of descent, so that some women were 
senior to some men. Unlike big men, chiefs were 
exempt from ordinary work and had rights and 
privileges that were unavailable to the masses. 
However, like big men, they still gave back much 
of the wealth they took in.

Stratifi cation
The status system in chiefdoms, although based 
on differential access, differed from the status sys-
tem in states because the privileged few were al-
ways relatives and assistants of the chief. However, 
this type of status system didn’t last very long. 
Chiefs would start acting like kings and try to 
erode the kinship basis of the chiefdom. In Mada-
gascar, they would do this by demoting their 
more distant relatives to commoner status and 
banning marriage between nobles and common-
ers (Kottak 1980). Such moves, if accepted by the 
society, created separate social strata—unrelated
groups that differ in their access to wealth, pres-
tige, and power. (A stratum is one of two or more 
groups that contrast in regard to social status and 
access to strategic resources. Each stratum in-
cludes people of both sexes and all ages.) The cre-
ation of separate social strata is called stratifi cation,
and its emergence signifi ed the transition from 
chiefdom to state. The presence and acceptance of 
stratifi cation is one of the key distinguishing features 
of a state.
 The infl uential sociologist Max Weber (1922/ 
1968) defi ned three related dimensions of social 
stratifi cation: (1) Economic status, or wealth, en-
compasses all a person’s material assets, includ-
ing income, land, and other types of property. 
(2) Power, the ability to exercise one’s will over 
others—to do what one wants—is the basis of 
political status. (3) Prestige—the basis of social 
status—refers to esteem, respect, or approval for 
acts, deeds, or qualities considered exemplary. 
Prestige, or “cultural capital” (Bourdieu 1984), 

wealth
All a person’s material 
assets; basis of economic 
status.

power
Ability to control others; 
basis of political status.

prestige
Esteem, respect, or 
approval.

provides people with a sense of worth and re-
spect, which they may often convert into eco-
nomic and political advantage (Table 8.1).
 In archaic states—for the fi rst time in human 
evolution—there were contrasts in wealth, power, 
and prestige between entire groups (social strata) 
of men and women. Each stratum included peo-
ple of both sexes and all ages. The superordinate
(the higher or elite) stratum had privileged access 
to wealth, power, and other valued resources. Ac-
cess to resources by members of the subordinate
(lower or underprivileged) stratum was limited 
by the privileged group.
 Socioeconomic stratifi cation continues as a de-
fi ning feature of all states, archaic or industrial. 
The elites control a signifi cant part of the means 
of production, for example, land, herds, water, 
capital, farms, or factories. Those born at the bot-
tom of the hierarchy have reduced chances of so-
cial mobility. Because of elite ownership rights, 
ordinary people lack free access to resources. Only 
in states do the elites get to keep their differential 
wealth. Unlike big men and chiefs, they don’t 
have to give it back to the people whose labor has 
built and increased it.

STATES
Recap 8.1 summarizes the information presented 
so far on bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states. 
States, remember, are autonomous political units 
with social classes and a formal government, 
based on law. States tend to be large and popu-
lous, compared to bands, tribes, and chiefdoms. 
Certain statuses, systems, and subsystems with 

superordinate
Upper, privileged, group 
in a stratifi ed society.

subordinate
Lower, underprivileged, 
group in a stratifi ed 
society.

TABLE 8.1 Max Weber’s Three Dimensions 
of Stratification

wealth => economic status

power => political status

prestige => social status

 RECAP 8.1 Economic Basis of and Political Regulation in Bands, Tribes, Chiefdoms, and States

SOCIOPOLITICAL TYPE ECONOMIC TYPE EXAMPLES TYPE OF REGULATION

Band Foraging Inuit, San Local

Tribe Horticulture, pastoralism Yanomami, Kapauku, Masai Local, temporary regional

Chiefdom Productive horticulture,  Qashqai, Polynesia, Cherokee Permanent regional
  pastoral nomadism, agriculture  

State Agriculture, industrialism Ancient Mesopotamia,  Permanent regional
   contemporary United States 
   and Canada
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specialized functions are found in all states. 
They include the following:

1.  Population control: fi xing of boundar-
ies, establishment of citizenship cate-
gories, and the taking of a census.

2.  Judiciary: laws, legal procedure, and 
judges.

3.  Enforcement: permanent military and police 
forces.

4.  Fiscal: taxation.

 In archaic states, these subsystems were inte-
grated by a ruling system or government com-
posed of civil, military, and religious offi cials 
(Fried 1960).

Population Control
To know whom they govern, all states conduct 
censuses. States demarcate boundaries that sepa-
rate them from other societies. Customs agents, 
immigration offi cers, navies, and coast guards pa-
trol frontiers. Even nonindustrial states have 
boundary-maintenance forces. In Buganda, an ar-
chaic state on the shores of Lake Victoria in 
Uganda, the king rewarded military offi cers with 
estates in outlying provinces. They became his 
guardians against foreign intrusion.
 States also control population through admin-
istrative subdivision: provinces, districts, “states,” 
counties, subcounties, and parishes. Lower-level 
offi cials manage the populations and territories of 
the subdivisions.

 In nonstates, people work and relax with their 
relatives, in-laws, fi ctive kin, and agemates—
people with whom they have a personal relation-
ship. Such a personal social life existed throughout 
most of human history, but food production 
spelled its eventual decline. After millions of 
years of human evolution, it took a mere 4,000 
years for the population increase and regulatory 
problems spawned by food production to lead 
from tribe to chiefdom to state. With state organi-
zation, kinship’s pervasive role diminished. De-
scent groups may continue as kin groups within 
states, but their importance in political organiza-
tion declines.
 States foster geographic mobility and resettle-
ment, severing long-standing ties among people, 
land, and kin. Population displacements have in-
creased in the modern world. War, famine, and 
job seeking across national boundaries churn up 
migratory currents. People in states come to iden-
tify themselves by new statuses, both ascribed 
and achieved, including ethnic background, place 
of birth or residence, occupation, party, religion, 
and team or club affi liation, rather than only as 
members of a descent group or extended family.
 States also manage their populations by grant-
ing different rights and obligations to citizens and 
noncitizens. Status distinctions among citizens 
are also common. Many archaic states granted 
different rights to nobles, commoners, and slaves. 
Unequal rights within state-organized societies 
persist in today’s world. In recent American his-
tory, before the Emancipation Proclamation, there 
were different laws for slaves and free people. In 

Map 13 shows the 
global distribution 
of organized states 
and chiefdoms on 
the eve of European 
colonization.
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Lottery winners 
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these new million-

aires likely to gain 

prestige, or just 

money, from their 

luck?
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European colonies, separate courts judged cases 
involving only natives and those that involved 
Europeans. In contemporary America, a military 
code of justice and court system continue to coex-
ist alongside the civil judiciary.

Judiciary
States have laws, enforced legal codes, based on 
precedent and legislative proclamations. With-
out writing, laws may be preserved in oral tradi-
tion, with justices, elders, and other specialists 
responsible for remembering them. Oral tradi-
tions as repositories of legal wisdom have contin-
ued in some nations with writing, such as Great 
Britain. Laws regulate relations between individ-
uals and groups.
 Crimes are violations of the legal code, with 
specifi ed types of punishment. However, a given 
act, such as killing someone, may be legally de-
fi ned in different ways (e.g., as manslaughter, 
justifi able homicide, or fi rst-degree murder). Fur-
thermore, even in contemporary North America, 
where justice is supposed to be “blind” to social 
distinctions, the poor are prosecuted more often 
and more severely than are the rich.
 To handle disputes and crimes, all states have 
courts and judges. Precolonial African states had 
subcounty, county, and district courts, plus a high 
court formed by the king or queen and his or her 
advisers. Most states allow appeals to higher 
courts, although people are encouraged to solve 
problems locally.
 A striking contrast between states and non-
states is intervention in family affairs. In states, 
aspects of parenting and marriage enter the do-
main of public law. Governments step in to halt 
blood feuds and regulate previously private dis-
putes. States attempt to curb internal confl ict, but 
they aren’t always successful. About 85 percent of 
the world’s armed confl icts since 1945 have be-
gun within states—in efforts to overthrow a rul-
ing regime or as disputes over tribal, religious, 
and ethnic minority issues. Only 15 percent have 
been fi ghts across national borders (Barnaby 
1984). Rebellion, resistance, repression, terrorism, 
and warfare continue. Indeed, recent states have 
perpetrated some of history’s bloodiest deeds.

Enforcement
All states have agents to enforce judicial deci-
sions. Confi nement requires jailers, and a death 
penalty calls for executioners. Agents of the state 
collect fi nes and confi scate property. These offi -
cials wield real power.
 As a relatively new form of sociopolitical organi-
zation, states have competed successfully with less-
complex societies throughout the world. Military 
organization helps states subdue neighboring non-
states, but this is not the only reason for the spread 
of state organization. Although states impose hard-

ships, they also offer advantages. More obviously, 
they provide protection from outsiders and pre-
serve internal order. By promoting internal peace, 
states enhance production. Their economies sup-
port massive, dense populations, which supply 
armies and colonists to promote expansion.

Fiscal Systems
A fi nancial or fi scal system is needed in states to 
support rulers, nobles, offi cials, judges, military 
personnel, and thousands of other specialists. As 
in the chiefdom, the state intervenes in produc-
tion, distribution, and consumption. The state 
may decree that a certain area will produce cer-
tain things or forbid certain activities in particular 
places. Although, like chiefdoms, states also have 
redistribution (through taxation), generosity and 
sharing are played down. A smaller proportion of 
what comes in fl ows back to the people.
 In nonstates, people customarily share with 
relatives, but residents of states face added obliga-
tions to bureaucrats and offi cials. Citizens must 
turn over a substantial portion of what they pro-
duce to the state. Of the resources that the state 
collects, it reallocates part for the general good 
and uses another part (often larger) for the elite.
 The state does not bring more freedom or lei-
sure to the common people, who usually work 
harder than do the people in nonstates. They may 
be called on to build monumental public works. 
Some of these projects, such as dams and irriga-
tion systems, may be economically necessary. 
However, people also build temples, palaces, and 
tombs for the elites.
 Markets and trade are usually under at least 
some state control, with offi cials overseeing 

fi scal
Pertaining to fi nances 
and taxation.

To handle disputes and crimes, all states, including Bermuda, shown here, 

have courts and judges. Does this photo say anything about cultural diffusion 

and/or colonialism?
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distribution and exchange, standardizing weights 
and measures, and collecting taxes on goods pass-
ing into or through the state. Taxes support gov-
ernment and the ruling class, which is clearly 
separated from the common people in regard to 
activities, privileges, rights, and obligations. Taxes 
also support the many specialists: administrators, 
tax collectors, judges, lawmakers, generals, schol-
ars, and priests. As the state matures, the segment 
of the population freed from direct concern with 
subsistence grows.
 The elites of archaic states reveled in the con-
sumption of sumptuary goods: jewelry, exotic food 
and drink, and stylish clothing reserved for, or 
affordable only by, the rich. Peasants’ diets suf-
fered as they struggled to meet government de-
mands. Commoners might perish in territorial 
wars that had little relevance to their own needs. 
Are any of these observations true of contempo-
rary states?

SOCIAL CONTROL
Previous sections of this chapter have focused more 
on formal political organization than on political 
process. We’ve considered political regulation in 
various types of societies, using such convenient 
labels as bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states. We’ve 
seen how the scale and strength of political systems 
have expanded over time and in relation to major 
economic changes, such as the origin and spread of 
food production. We’ve examined reasons why dis-
putes arise and how they are settled in various 
types of society. We’ve looked at political decision 
making, including leaders and their limits. We’ve 
also recognized that all contemporary humans have 
been affected by states, colonialism, and the spread 
of the modern world system. In this section we’ll 
see that political systems have their informal, so-
cial, and subtle aspects along with their formal, 
governmental, and public dimensions. When we 
think of politics, we tend to think of government, 
of federal and state institutions, of Washington, 
Ottawa, or perhaps our state capital, city hall, or 
courthouse. Or maybe today we think of talk radio, 
TV screamers, or incessant commentary, polling, 
and campaigns. Informal political institutions can 
substantially infl uence government and politics.
 Consider the diwaniyas of Kuwait—neighbor-
hood male-only meeting places where informal 
discussions have formal consequences (Prusher 
2000). Much of Kuwait’s political deliberation, 
decision making, networking, and infl uence ped-
dling takes place in diwaniyas. Like a town hall 
meeting in the United States, the diwaniya also 
provides a forum where constituents can meet 
and consult with their parliamentary representa-
tives. Kuwaiti political candidates don’t go door 
to door, but diwaniya to diwaniya. Some neigh-
borhoods have a common diwaniya, much like a 

community center. At a typical diwaniya, men sit 
on a very long couch that follows the contours of 
the room in a giant U. Typically they meet once a 
week, from 8 p.m. to midnight or later.
 The fact that mixed-gender or all-female di-
waniyas are rare tends to limit women’s partici-
pation in politics. The diwaniya system encourages 
democracy, as men regularly meet, talk, and vent 
for a few hours. On the other hand, this system 
tends to exclude women from debate, infl uence, 
and decision making. Functioning as an informal 
but infl uential “old boy’s network,” the diwaniya 
also takes men away from their homes, wives, 
and families.
 In studying systems of domination—whether 
political, economic, religious, or cultural—we 
must pay attention not only to the formal institu-
tions but to other forms of social control as well. 
Broader than the political is the concept of social 
control, which refers to “those fi elds of the social 
system (beliefs, practices, and institutions) that 
are most actively involved in the maintenance of 
any norms and the regulation of any confl ict” (N. 
Kottak 2002, p. 290).

social control
Maintaining social norms 
and regulating confl ict.

Because of its costumed anonymity, Carnaval is an 

excellent arena for expressing normally suppressed 

speech. Here a man peeks out of the mouth of a giant 

mask during the parade of the São Clemente Samba 

school in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on March 1, 2003. Is 

there anything like Carnaval in your society?
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Hegemony
Antonio Gramsci (1971) developed the concept of 
hegemony for a stratifi ed social order in which 
subordinates comply with domination by inter-
nalizing their rulers’ values and accepting the 
“naturalness” of domination (this is the way 
things were meant to be). According to Pierre 
Bourdieu (1977, p. 164), every social order tries to 
make its own arbitrariness (including its mecha-
nisms of control and oppression) seem natural. 
All hegemonic ideologies offer explanations about 
why the existing order is in everyone’s interest. 
Often promises are made (things will get better if 
you’re patient). Gramsci and others use the idea 
of hegemony to explain why people conform even 
when they are not forced to do so.
 Both Bourdieu (1977) and Michel Foucault 
(1979) argue that it is easier and more effective to 
dominate people in their minds than to try to con-
trol their bodies. Besides, and often replacing, 
gross physical violence, industrial societies have 
devised more insidious forms of social control. 
These include various techniques of persuading 
and managing people and of monitoring and re-
cording their beliefs, activities, and contacts. Can 
you think of some contemporary examples?
 Hegemony, the internalization of a dominant 
ideology, is one way in which elites curb resistance 
and maintain power. Another way is to make sub-
ordinates believe they eventually will gain power—
as young people usually foresee when they let their 
elders dominate them. Another way of curbing re-
sistance is to separate or isolate people while super-
vising them closely, as is done in prisons. According 
to Foucault (1979), describing control over prison-
ers, solitary confi nement is one effective way to get 
them to submit to authority.

Weapons of the Weak
The analysis of political systems also should con-
sider the behavior that lies beneath the surface of 
evident, public behavior. In public, the oppressed 
may seem to accept their own domination, even as 
they question it offstage in private. James Scott 
(1990) uses “public transcript” to describe the 
open, public interactions between superordinates 
and subordinates—the outer shell of power rela-
tions. He uses “hidden transcript” to describe the 
critique of power that goes on offstage, where the 
power holders can’t see it. In public, the elites and 
the oppressed observe the etiquette of power rela-
tions. The dominants act like haughty masters 
while their subordinates show humility and defer.
 Often, situations that seem to be hegemonic do 
have active resistance, but it is individual and dis-
guised rather than collective and defi ant. James 
Scott (1985) uses Malay peasants, among whom he 
did fi eld work, to illustrate small-scale acts of 
resistance—which he calls “weapons of the weak.” 
The Malay peasants used an indirect strategy to 

hegemony
Subordinates accept 
hierarchy as “natural.”

public transcript
Open, public interac-
tions between domina-
tors and oppressed.

hidden transcript
Hidden resistance to 
dominance, by the 
oppressed.

resist an Islamic tithe (religious tax). Peasants were 
expected to pay the tithe, usually in the form of 
rice, which was sent to the provincial capital. In 
theory, the tithe would come back as charity, but it 
never did. Peasants didn’t resist the tithe by riot-
ing, demonstrating, or protesting. Instead they 
used a “nibbling” strategy, based on small acts of 
resistance. For example, they failed to declare their 
land or lied about the amount they farmed. They 
underpaid or delivered rice contaminated with 
water, rocks, or mud, to add weight. Because of 
this resistance, only 15 percent of what was due 
actually was paid (Scott 1990, p. 89).
 Subordinates also use various strategies to re-
sist publicly, but, again, usually in disguised form. 
Discontent may be expressed in public rituals and 
language, including metaphors, euphemisms, 
and folk tales. For example, trickster tales (like the 
Brer Rabbit stories told by slaves in the southern 
United States) celebrate the wiles of the weak as 
they triumph over the strong.
 Resistance is most likely to be expressed openly 
when people are allowed to assemble. The hidden 
transcript may be publicly revealed on such occa-
sions. People see their dreams and anger shared by 
others with whom they haven’t been in direct con-
tact. The oppressed may draw courage from the 
crowd, from its visual and emotional impact and 
its anonymity. Sensing danger, the elites discour-
age such public gatherings. They try to limit and 
control holidays, funerals, dances, festivals, and 
other occasions that might unite the oppressed. 
Thus, in the pre–Civil War era southern United 
States, gatherings of fi ve or more slaves were for-
bidden unless a white person was present.
 Factors that interfere with community forma-
tion—such as geographic, linguistic, and ethnic 
separation—also work to curb resistance. Conse-
quently, southern U.S. plantation owners sought 
slaves with diverse cultural and linguistic back-
grounds. Despite the measures used to divide 
them, the slaves resisted, developing their own 
popular culture, linguistic codes, and religious vi-
sion. The masters taught portions of the Bible that 
stressed compliance, but the slaves seized on the 
story of Moses, the promised land, and deliver-
ance. The cornerstone of slave religion became the 
idea of a reversal in the conditions of whites and 
blacks. Slaves also resisted directly, through sabo-
tage and fl ight. In many New World areas, slaves 
managed to establish free communities in the hills 
and other isolated areas (Price 1973).
 Hidden transcripts tend to be expressed pub-
licly at certain times (festivals and Carnavals) and 
in certain places (for example, markets). Because 
of its costumed anonymity, Carnaval is an excel-
lent arena for expressing normally suppressed 
speech and aggression—antihegemonic dis-
course. (Discourse includes talk, speeches, gestures, 
and actions.) Carnavals celebrate freedom through 
immodesty, dancing, gluttony, and sexuality 
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(DaMatta 1991). Carnaval may begin as a playful 
outlet for frustrations built up during the year. 
Over time, it may evolve into a powerful annual 
critique of stratifi cation and domination and thus 
a threat to the established order (Gilmore 1987). 
(Recognizing that ceremonial license could turn 
into political defi ance, the Spanish dictator Fran-
cisco Franco outlawed Carnaval.)

Politics, Shame, and Sorcery
We turn now to a case study of sociopolitical pro-
cess, viewing it as part of a larger system of social 
control experienced by individuals in their every-
day lives. No one today lives in an isolated band, 
tribe, chiefdom, or state. All groups studied by eth-
nographers, like the Makua to be discussed below, 
live in nation-states, where individuals have to deal 
with various levels and types of political authority, 
and experience other forms of social control.
 Nicholas Kottak (2002) did an ethnographic 
fi eld study of political systems, and social control 
more generally, among the rural Makua of north-
ern Mozambique (Figure 8.5). He focused on three 
fi elds of social control: political, religious, and 

reputational systems. (Reputational systems have 
to do with the way various people are considered 
in the community—their reputations.) The signif-
icance of these fi elds emerged through conversa-
tions about social norms and crimes. Makua 
revealed their own ideas about social control most 
clearly in a discussion about stealing a neighbor’s 
chicken.
 Most Makua villagers have a makeshift chicken 
coop in a corner of the home. Chickens leave the 
coop before sunrise each day and wander in the 
surrounding area in search of scraps. Chickens usu-
ally return to their coop at dusk, but sometimes the 
chickens, often recently purchased ones, settle in 
another villager’s coop. Villagers worry about their 
chickens as mobile assets. Owners can’t always be 
sure where their birds are roaming. Villagers may 
be tempted to steal a neighbor’s chicken when its 
owner seems oblivious to its whereabouts.
 The Makua have few material possessions and a 
meat-poor diet, making wandering chickens a 
temptation. As the Makua identifi ed chicken wan-
dering and the occasional chicken theft as commu-
nity problems, Kottak began to draw out their ideas 
about social control—about why people did not 
steal their neighbor’s chickens. The Makua re-
sponses coalesced around three main disincentives 
or sanctions: ehaya (shame), enretthe (sorcery attack), 
and cadeia (jail). (As used here, a sanction refers to a 
kind of punishment that follows a norm violation.)
 According to Kottak (2002), each of these terms 
( jail, sorcery, and shame) refers to an imagined “social 
script,” culminating in an undesirable consequence. 
Cadeia (jail), for instance, represents the potential last 
phase of an extended political and legal process 
(most violations are resolved before this point). 
When the Makua responded enretthe (sorcery), they 
were referring to another sequence that might fol-
low the chicken theft. They believed that once the 
neighbor discovered his chicken had been stolen, he 
would go to a traditional healer, who would direct a 
sorcery attack on his behalf. The Makua believed 
that such a punitive sorcery attack would either kill 
the thief or make him extremely ill.
 The third and most popular answer to the 
chicken theft question was ehaya (shame). In the 
ehaya social script, the chicken thief, having been 
discovered, would have to attend a formal, publicly 
organized village meeting, where political authori-
ties would meet to determine the appropriate pun-
ishment and compensation. Makua were concerned 
not so much with the fi ne as with the intense shame 
or embarrassment they would feel as a confi rmed 
chicken thief in the village spotlight. The chicken 
thief also would experience an extended feeling of 
disgrace, also described as ehaya, from his or her 
knowledge of his or her now spoiled social identity 
or community reputation.
 Living in a nation-state, the Makua have access 
to several types and levels of potential confl ict 
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 resolution. A dispute between two people can 
quickly become a broader confl ict between their 
respective matrilineal descent groups. (In a matri-
lineal descent group, kinship is calculated through 
females only—see the next chapter.) The heads of 
the disputing descent groups meet to resolve the 
matter. If they can’t settle it (e.g., through fi nan-
cial compensation), the confl ict moves to a state 
political authority. Intervention by this offi cial can 
prevent the individual dispute from escalating 
into ongoing confl ict between the descent groups 
(e.g., a blood feud, as described earlier in this 
chapter).
 A combination of newer and more traditional 
offi ces constitutes the Makua’s formal political 
system. This system includes legitimate positions 
and offi cials and represents formal social control. 
This “political” part of the Makua social system 
has been explicitly or “formally” designated to 
handle confl ict and crime. As has been discussed 
in previous sections of this chapter, anthropolo-
gists have tended to focus on the formal aspects 
of social control (i.e., the political fi eld). But, like 
the Makua, anthropologists also recognize the im-
portance of other fi elds of social control. When 
Nicholas Kottak asked Makua in one rural com-
munity about deterrents to theft, only 10 percent 
mentioned jail (the formal system), compared 
with the 73 percent who listed ehaya (shame) as 
the reason not to steal a neighbor’s chicken.
 Shame can be a powerful social sanction. 
Bronislaw Malinowski (1927) described how 
Trobriand Islanders might climb to the top of a 
palm tree and dive to their deaths because they 
couldn’t tolerate the shame associated with pub-
lic knowledge of some stigmatizing action, espe-
cially incest. Makua tell the story of a man 
rumored to have fathered a child with his step-
daughter. The political authorities imposed no 
formal sanctions (e.g., a fi ne or jail time) on this 
man, but gossip about the affair circulated widely. 
The gossip crystallized in the lyrics of a song that 

groups of young women would perform. When 
the man heard his name and alleged incestuous 
behavior mentioned in that song, he told a few 
people he was going to take a trip to the district 
capital. He was found a few hours later hanging 
by the neck from a mango tree on the village pe-
riphery. The reason for the man’s suicide was self-
evident to the Makua—he felt too much ehaya 
(shame). (Previously we saw the role of song in 
the social control system of the Inuit.)
 Many anthropologists cite the importance of “in-
formal” processes of social control, which include 
gossip, stigma, and shame, especially in small-scale 
societies such as the Makua (see Freilich, Raybeck, 
and Savishinsky 1991). Gossip, which can lead to 
shame, sometimes is used when a direct or formal 
sanction is risky or impossible (Herskovits 1937). 
Margaret Mead (1937) and Ruth Benedict (1946) 
distinguished between shame as an external sanc-
tion (i.e., forces set in motion by others) and guilt 
as an internal sanction, psychologically generated 
by the individual. They regarded shame as a more 
prominent form of social control in non-Western 
societies and guilt as a dominant emotional sanc-
tion in Western societies.
 Of course, to be effective as a sanction, the 
prospect of being shamed or of shaming oneself 
must be internalized by the individual. For the 
Makua, potential shame is a powerful deterrent. 
Rural Makua tend to remain in or around one 
community for their entire lives. Such communi-
ties usually have fewer than a thousand people, 
so that residents can keep track of most commu-
nity members’ identities and reputations. Accord-
ing to Kottak (2002), the rural Makua monitor, 
transmit, and memorize the details of each other’s 
identities with remarkable precision. Tight clus-
tering of homes, markets, and schools facilitates 
the monitoring process. In this social environ-
ment, people try to avoid behavior that might 
spoil their reputations and alienate them from 
their native community.

Nicholas Kottak 

(back center) attends 

a village meeting 

among the Makua 

of northern Mozam-

bique. Two chiefs 

have called the 

meeting to renegoti-

ate the boundaries 

of their political 

jurisdictions.
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206 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

 Beliefs in sorcery also facilitate social control. 
(Religion as social control is discussed further in 
the chapter on religion.) Although the Makua 
constantly discuss the existence of sorcerers and 
sorcery, they aren’t explicit about who the sor-
cerers are. This identity ambiguity is coupled 
with a local theory of sorcery that strongly im-
plicates malice, which everyone feels at some 
point. Having felt malice themselves, individual 
Makua probably experience moments of self-
doubt about their own potential status as a sor-
cerer. And they recognize that others have 
similar feelings.
 Beliefs in sorcery trigger anxieties about death, 
since the Makua think that a chicken thief will be 
the inevitable target of a vengeance sorcery at-
tack. Local theories presume that sickness, social 
misfortune, and death are directly caused by ma-
licious sorcery. Life expectancy is relatively short 
and infant mortality very high in a Makua vil-
lage. Relatives drop dead suddenly from infec-
tious diseases. Health, life, and existence are far 
more problematic than they are for most West-
erners. Such uncertainty heightens the dramatic 

stakes associated with sorcery. Not just 
theft, but any confl ict, is inher-

ently dangerous because it 
could trigger a sorcery 

attack.
The following di-

alogue reported by 
Kottak (2002, p. 
312) highlights 
the Makua’s rec-
ognition of sor-
cery as a social 
control process.

Ethnographer: Why don’t you steal your 
neighbor’s chicken?
Informant: Huh? My neighbor’s not short a 
chicken.
Ethnographer: No. I know. Your neighbor has 
a chicken. That chicken is always walking on 
your land. Sometimes it sleeps in your coop at 
night. Why don’t you just take that chicken? 
What do you think is stopping you?
Informant: Enretthe. Akwa. (Sorcery. Death.)

 The effi cacy of social control depends on how 
clearly people envision the sanctions that an antiso-
cial act might trigger. The Makua are well informed 
about norm violations, confl icts, and the sanctions 
that follow them. As we have seen, jail (cadeia), 
shame (ehaya), and sorcery (enretthe) are the main 
sanctions anticipated by the rural Makua.
 This chapter began by quoting Fried’s defi nition 
of political organization as comprising “those por-
tions of social organization that specifi cally relate to 
the individuals or groups that manage the affairs of 
public policy” (Fried 1967, pp. 20–21). As I noted 
there, Fried’s defi nition works nicely for nation-
states but not so well for nonstate societies, where 
“public policy” is much harder to detect. For this 
reason, I claimed it was better to focus on sociopo-
litical organization in discussing the regulation of 
interrelations among individuals, groups, and their 
representatives. (Regulation, remember, is the pro-
cess that corrects deviations from the norm and thus 
maintains a system’s integrity.) Such regulation, we 
have learned, is a process that extends beyond the 
political to other fi elds of social control, including 
religion and reputational systems, which involve an 
interplay of public opinion with social norms and 
sanctions internalized by the individual.

Acing the 
COURSE

Summary 1.  One sociopolitical typology classifi es societies as 
bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states. Foragers 
tended to live in egalitarian band-organized soci-
eties. Personal networks linked individuals, fami-
lies, and bands. Band leaders were fi rst among 
equals, with no sure way to enforce decisions. 
Disputes rarely arose over strategic resources, 
which were open to all. Political authority and 
power tend to increase along with population 
and the scale of regulatory problems. More peo-
ple mean more relations among individuals and 
groups to regulate. Increasingly complex econo-
mies pose further regulatory problems.

2.  Heads of horticultural villages are local leaders 
with limited authority. They lead by example 

and persuasion. Big men have support and 
authority beyond a single village. They are 
regional regulators, but temporary ones. In or-
ganizing a feast, they mobilize labor from sev-
eral villages. Sponsoring such events leaves 
them with little wealth but with prestige and a 
reputation for generosity.

3.  Age and gender also can be used for regional po-
litical integration. Among North America’s Plains 
Indians, men’s associations (pantribal sodalities) 
organized raiding and buffalo hunting. Such 
men’s associations tend to emphasize the warrior 
grade. They serve for offense and defense when 
there is intertribal raiding for animals. Among 
pastoralists, the degree of authority and political 

theft, but 
ently 

cou
a
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Chapter 8  Political Systems 207

organization refl ects population size and density, 
interethnic relations, and pressure on resources.

4.  The state is an autonomous political unit that en-
compasses many communities. Its government 
collects taxes, drafts people for work and war, and 
decrees and enforces laws. The state is defi ned as a 
form of sociopolitical organization based on cen-
tral government and social stratifi cation—a divi-
sion of society into classes. Early states are known 
as archaic, or nonindustrial, states, in contrast to 
modern industrial nation-states.

5.  Unlike tribes, but like states, chiefdoms had per-
manent regional regulation and differential access 
to resources. But chiefdoms lacked stratifi cation. 
Unlike states, but like bands and tribes, chiefdoms 
were organized by kinship, descent, and marriage. 
State formation did not occur, and only chiefdoms 
emerged in several areas, including the circum-
Caribbean, lowland Amazonia, the southeastern 
United States, and Polynesia.

6.  Weber’s three dimensions of stratifi cation are 
wealth, power, and prestige. In early states—for the 
fi rst time in human history—contrasts in wealth, 
power, and prestige between entire groups of men 
and women came into being. A socioeconomic stra-
tum includes people of both sexes and all ages. The 
superordinate—higher or elite—stratum enjoys 
privileged access to resources.

7.  Certain systems are found in all states: population 
control, judiciary, enforcement, and fi scal. These 
are integrated by a ruling system or government 
composed of civil, military, and religious offi cials. 

States conduct censuses and demarcate boundaries. 
Laws are based on precedent and legislative proc-
lamations. Courts and judges handle disputes and 
crimes. A police force maintains internal order, and 
a military defends against external threats. A fi nan-
cial or fi scal system supports rulers, offi cials, 
judges, and other specialists.

8.  Hegemony describes a stratifi ed social order in 
which subordinates comply with domination by 
internalizing its values and accepting its “natu-
ralness.” Often, situations that appear hegemonic 
have resistance that is individual and disguised 
rather than collective and defi ant. “Public tran-
script” refers to the open, public interactions 
between the dominators and the oppressed. “Hid-
den transcript” describes the critique of power 
that goes on offstage, where the power holders 
can’t see it. Discontent also may be expressed in 
public rituals and language.

9.  Broader than the political is the concept of social 
control—those fi elds of the social system most ac-
tively involved in the maintenance of norms and 
the regulation of confl ict. Among the Makua of 
northern Mozambique, three such fi elds stand out: 
the political system (formal authority), religion 
(mainly involving fear of sorcery), and the reputa-
tional system (mainly involving avoidance of 
shame). Social control works best when people can 
clearly envision the sanctions that an antisocial act 
might trigger. The Makua are well informed about 
norm violations, confl icts, and the sanctions that 
follow them. Jail, shame, and sorcery attacks are the 
main sanctions anticipated by the rural Makua.

age set 193
big man 192
confl ict resolution 187
differential access 198
fi scal 201
head, village 189
hegemony 203
hidden transcript 203
law 187
offi ce 197

power 199
prestige 199
public transcript 203
social control 202
sodality, pantribal 193
subordinate 199
superordinate 199
tribe 186
wealth 199

Key Terms

Test 
Yourself!

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. The anthropological approach to the study of 
political systems and organization is global and 
comparative,
a. but it focuses exclusively on nonstates, 

leaving the study of states and nation-
states to political scientists.

b. and it includes nonstates as well as the 
states and nation-states traditionally stud-
ied by political scientists.

c. although this sometimes leads to disciplin-
ary turf wars with other disciplines such as 
political science and sociology.

d. but it focuses on people’s experiences and 
leaves the study of institutions of political 
power to other scholars.

e. although this area is becoming less and less 
interesting to study because there are very 
few new nation-states.

 2. Why is the term sociopolitical organization pre-
ferred over Morton Fried’s term political organi-
zation in discussing the regulation or 
management of interrelations among groups 
and their representatives?
a.  The term sociopolitical is more politically 

correct.
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b.  Anthropologists and political scientists 
have an interest in political systems and 
 organization, but they cannot agree on the 
same terminology.

c.  Fried’s defi nition is much less applicable to 
nonstates where it is often diffi cult to de-
tect any “public policy.”

d.  Sociopolitical is the term that the founders 
of anthropology used to refer to the regula-
tion or management of interrelations 
among groups and their representatives.

e.  The term political only refers to contempo-
rary Western states.

 3. Which of the following statements about the In-
uit song battle is true?
a. It is sometimes the occasion for a “treacher-

ous feast.”
b. It is a widespread feature of tribal society.
c. It is a ritualized means of designating 

hunting lands.
d. It is a means of resolving disputes so as to 

forestall open confl ict.
e. It is used to initiate colonial strategies.

 4. A band refers to a small kin-based group 
found among foragers. In this type of political 
system,
a. misbehavior was punished by a group of 

men who had more possessions than any-
one else.

b.  band leaders were leaders in name only; 
sometimes they gave advice or made deci-
sions, but they had no way to enforce their 
will on others.

c.  there is no way of settling disputes since 
everybody gets along among equals.

d.  laws dictating proper social norms are 
passed on through songs from generation 
to generation.

e.  there is no division of labor based on age 
and gender.

 5. Which of the following factors is responsible 
for the recent changes in Yanomami tribal 
society?
a. They are being overrun by the more 

expansion-minded Nilotic peoples.
b. “Big Men” have amassed so much wealth 

that people have begun to regard them as 
chiefs.

c.  village raiding among tribal groups
d.  sexual dimorphism
e.  the encroachment by gold miners and cat-

tle ranchers

 6.  Why are pantribal sodalities and age grades de-
scribed in a chapter on political systems?
a.  They are organizing principles other than 

those based on kinship that are used to mo-
bilize and link local groups to form 
alliances.

b.  They are at the core of hegemonic power in 
nation-states.

c.  They are organizing principles that stress 
the importance of kinship ties.

d.  They illustrate the importance of knowing 
one’s genealogy.

e.  They are principles that precede the West-
ern, modern concept of friendship.

 7.  The comparison between the Basseri and the 
Qashqai, two Iranian nomadic tribes, illustrates 
that
a.  among tribal sociopolitical organizations, 

pastoralists are the least likely to interact 
with other populations in the same space 
and time.

b.  as regulatory problems increase, political 
hierarchies become more complex.

c.  as regulatory problems decrease, political 
hierarchies become more complex.

d.  not all cultures with age grades have age 
sets.

e.  only those groups that have assimilated the 
Kuwaiti model of the diwaniyas are able to 
successfully resolve political feuds.

 8.  In foraging and tribal societies, what is the basis 
for the amount of respect or status attached to 
an individual?
a.  personal attributes, such as wisdom, lead-

ership skills, and generosity
b.  prestige inherited from your parents
c.  the amount of possessions one owns and 

the ability to convert them into cash
d.  the amount of territory a person owns
e.  rank ascribed at birth, wives, and 

children

 9.  In what kind of society does differential access 
to strategic resources based on social stratifi ca-
tion occur?
a.  chiefdoms
b.  bands
c.  states
d.  clans
e.  tribes

10.  Antonio Gramsci developed the concept of he-
gemony to describe
a.  a stratifi ed social order in which subordi-

nates comply with domination by internal-
izing their rulers’ values and accepting the 
“naturalness” of domination.

b. overt sociopolitical strategies.
c.  social controls that induce guilt and shame 

in the population.
d.  the critique of power by the oppressed that 

goes on offstage—in private—where the 
power holders can’t see it.

e.  the open, public interactions between dom-
inators and oppressed—the outer shell of 
power relations.

kot16988_ch08_182-209.indd Page 208  1/9/10  12:16:55 AM user-f470kot16988_ch08_182-209.indd Page 208  1/9/10  12:16:55 AM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles
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FILL IN THE BLANK

1.   refers to a group uniting all men or women born during a certain span of time.

2.  Among the different types of sociopolitical systems,  lack socioeconomic stratifi cation and stra-
tum endogamy although they do exhibit inequality and a permanent political structure.

3.  The infl uential sociologist Max Weber defi ned three related dimensions of social stratifi cation. They are 
, , and .

4.   is esteem, respect, or approval for culturally valued acts or qualities.

5.  Broader than political control, the concept of  refers to those fi elds of the social system (beliefs, 
practices, and institutions) that are most actively involved in the maintenance of any norms and the regu-
lation of any confl ict.
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and Disempowerment in Changing Structures. New 
York: Routledge. Overcoming social marginal-
ity through participation and political mobiliza-
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Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

Multiple Choice: 1. (B); 2. (C); 3. (D); 4. (B); 5. (E); 6. (A); 7. (B); 8. (A); 9. (C); 10. (A); Fill in the Blank: 1. Age set; 2. chiefdoms; 
3. wealth, power, prestige; 4. Prestige; 5. social controls

CRITICAL THINKING

1.  This chapter notes that Elman Service’s typology of political organization is too simple to account for the 
full range of political diversity and complexity known to archaeologists and ethnographers. Why not 
get rid of this typology altogether if it does not accurately describe reality? What is the value, if any, of 
researchers retaining the use of ideal types to study society?

2.  Why shouldn’t modern hunter-gatherers be seen as representative of Stone Age peoples? What are some 
of the stereotypes associated with foragers?

3.  What are sodalities? Does your society have them? Do you belong to any? Why or why not?

4.  What conclusions do you draw from this chapter about the relationship between population density and 
political hierarchy?

5.  This chapter describes population control as one of the specialized functions found in all states. What are 
examples of population control? Have you had direct experiences with these controls? (Think of the last 
time you traveled abroad, registered to vote, paid taxes, or applied for a driver’s license.) Do you think 
these controls are good or bad for society?
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Women today work 

increasingly outside the 

home in varied positions, 

including soldier. This photo, 

taken in Deu, Germany in 

2001, shows one of the fi rst 

women recruited into the 

German army–along with her 

male counterparts. 

How are biology 

and culture 

expressed in human 

sex/gender 

systems?

How do gender, 

gender roles, and 

gender stratifi cation 

correlate with other 

social, economic, 

and political 

variables?

What is sexual 

orientation, and 

how do sexual 

practices vary 

cross-culturally?
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SEX AND GENDER
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PATTERNS

GENDER AMONG 
FORAGERS

GENDER AMONG 
HORTICULTURALISTS

Reduced Gender 
Stratifi cation— 
Matrilineal, Matrilocal 
Societies

Reduced Gender 
Stratifi cation—
Matrifocal Societies

Matriarchy

Increased Gender 
Stratifi cation—
Patrilineal-Patrilocal 
Societies

GENDER AMONG 
AGRICULTURALISTS

PATRIARCHY AND 
VIOLENCE

GENDER AND 
INDUSTRIALISM

The Feminization of 
Poverty

SEXUAL ORIENTATION

expectations, and gender stereotypes linger. 

The American expectation that proper female 

behavior should be polite, restrained, or meek 

poses a challenge for women, because Ameri-

can culture also values decisiveness and 

“standing up for your beliefs.” When American 

men and women display similar  behavior— 

speaking their minds, for example—they are 

judged differently. A man’s assertive behavior 

may be admired and rewarded, but similar 

behavior by a woman may be labeled 

“aggressive”—or worse.

 Both men and women are constrained by 

their cultural training, stereotypes, and expec-

tations. For example, American culture stigma-

tizes male crying. It’s okay for little boys to cry, 

but becoming a man often means giving up 

this natural expression of joy and sadness. 

Why shouldn’t “big lugs” cry when they feel 

emotions? American men are trained as well 

to make decisions and stick to them. In our 

stereotypes, changing one’s mind is more as-

sociated with women than men and may be 

perceived as a sign of weakness. Men who do 

it may be seen as “girly.” Politicians routinely 

criticize their opponents for being indecisive, 

for waffl ing or “fl ip-fl opping” on issues. What a 

strange idea—that people shouldn’t change 

their positions if they’ve discovered there’s a 

better way. Males, females, and humanity may 

be equally victimized by aspects of cultural 

training.

A table (9.1) in this chapter lists ac-

tivities that are generally done by 

the men in a society, generally 

done by the women in a society, 

or done by either men or women (swing). In 

this table, you will see some “male” activities 

familiar to our own culture, such as hunting, 

butchering, and building houses, along with 

activities that we consider typically female, 

such as doing the laundry and cooking. This list 

may bring to mind as many exceptions as fol-

lowers of these “rules.” Although it is not typi-

cal, it certainly is not unheard of for an 

American woman to hunt large game (think of 

Sarah Palin) or an American man to cook (think 

of Emeril Lagasse or other male celebrity 

chefs). Celebrities aside, women in our culture 

increasingly work outside the home in a wide 

variety of jobs—doctor, lawyer, accountant, 

professor—traditionally considered men’s 

work. It is not true, however, that women have 

achieved equity in all types of employment. As 

of this writing, only 17 out of 100 United States 

senators are women. Only three women have 

ever served on the United States Supreme 

Court.

 Ideas about proper gender behavior are 

changing just as inconsistently as are the em-

ployment patterns of men and women. Popular 

shows like Sex and the City feature characters 

who display nontraditional gender behavior 

and sexual behavior, while old beliefs, cultural 

SEX AND GENDER
Because anthropologists study biology, so-
ciety, and culture, they are in a unique posi-
tion to comment on nature (biological 
predispositions) and nurture (environment) 

as determinants of human behavior. Human 
attitudes, values, and behavior are limited 
not only by our genetic predispositions—
which are often diffi cult to identify— but also 
by our experiences during enculturation. 
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Our attributes as adults are determined both by 
our genes and by our environment during growth 
and development.
 Questions about nature and nurture emerge in 
the discussion of human sex-gender roles and sex-
uality. Men and women differ genetically. Women 
have two X chromosomes, and men have an X and 
a Y. The father determines a baby’s sex because 
only he has the Y chromosome to transmit. The 
mother always provides an X chromosome.
 The chromosomal difference is expressed in hor-
monal and physiological contrasts. Humans are 
sexually dimorphic, more so than some primates, 
such as gibbons (small tree-living Asiatic apes), and 
less so than others, such as gorillas and orangutans. 
Sexual dimorphism refers to differences in male 
and female biology besides the contrasts in breasts 
and genitals. Women and men differ not just in pri-
mary (genitalia and reproductive organs) and sec-
ondary (breasts, voice, hair distribution) sexual 
characteristics but in average weight, height, 
strength, and longevity. Women tend to live longer 
than men and have excellent endurance capabili-
ties. In a given population, men tend to be taller 
and to weigh more than women do. Of course, 
there is a considerable overlap between the sexes in 
terms of height, weight, and physical strength, and 
there has been a pronounced reduction in sexual 
dimorphism during human biological evolution.
 Just how far, however, do such genetically and 
physiologically determined differences go? What 
effects do they have on the way men and women 
act and are treated in different societies? Anthro-
pologists have discovered both similarities and 
differences in the roles of men and women in dif-
ferent cultures. The predominant anthropological 
position on sex-gender roles and biology may be 
stated as follows:

The biological nature of men and women 
[should be seen] not as a narrow enclosure 
limiting the human organism, but rather as a 
broad base upon which a variety of structures 
can be built. (Friedl 1975, p. 6)

 Although in most societies men tend to be 
somewhat more aggressive than women are, many 
of the behavioral and attitudinal differences be-
tween the sexes emerge from culture rather than 
biology. Sex differences are biological, but gender 
encompasses all the traits that a culture assigns to 
and inculcates in males and females. “Gender,” in 
other words, refers to the cultural construction of 
whether one is female, male, or something else.
 Given the “rich and various constructions of 
gender” within the realm of cultural diversity, 
 Susan Bourque and Kay Warren (1987) note that 
the same images of masculinity and femininity do 
not always apply. Anthropologists have gathered 
systematic ethnographic data about similarities 
and differences involving gender in many cultural 
settings (Bonvillain 2007; Brettell and Sargent 2009; 

sexual dimorphism
Marked differences in 
male and female  biology, 
beyond breasts and 
genitals.

Gilmore 2001; Mascia-Lees and Black 2000; Nanda 
2000; Ward and Edelstein 2009). Anthropologists 
can detect recurrent themes and patterns involv-
ing gender differences. They also can observe that 
gender roles vary with environment, economy, 
adaptive strategy, and type of political system. 
Before we examine the cross-cultural data, some 
defi nitions are in order.
 Gender roles are the tasks and activities a cul-
ture assigns to the sexes. Related to gender roles 
are gender stereotypes, which are oversimplifi ed 
but strongly held ideas about the characteristics 
of males and females. Gender stratifi cation de-
scribes an unequal distribution of rewards (so-
cially valued resources, power, prestige, human 
rights, and personal freedom) between men and 
women, refl ecting their different positions in a so-
cial hierarchy. According to Ann Stoler (1977), the 
“economic determinants of gender status” in-
clude freedom or autonomy (in disposing of one’s 
labor and its fruits) and social power (control over 
the lives, labor, and produce of others).

gender roles
The tasks and activities 
that a culture assigns to 
each sex.

gender stereotypes
Oversimplifi ed, strongly 
held views about males 
and females.

gender stratifi cation
Unequal distribution of 
social resources between 
men and women.

The realm of cultural diversity contains richly different social constructions 

and expressions of gender roles, as is illustrated by these Wodaabe male 

 celebrants in Niger. (Look closely for suggestions of diffusion.) For what 

 reasons do men decorate their bodies in our society?

living anthropology VIDEOS

Marginalization of Women, www.mhhe.com/kottak

Despite declarations of equality, half the world’s 
population suffers discrimination. Many cultures favor 
sons, reinforcing a mind-set that women are less than 
equal. This clip examines the economic, political, 
social, and cultural devaluation of women. Based 
on the discussion in this text chapter, is gender 
discrimination inevitable?
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explain differences and similarities. Data relevant 
to the cross-cultural study of gender can be 
drawn from the domains of economics, politics, 
domestic activity, kinship, and marriage. Table 
9.1 shows cross-cultural data from 185 randomly 
selected societies on the division of  labor by 
 gender.
 Remembering the discussion, in the chapter on 
culture, of universals, generalities, and particu-
larities, the fi ndings in Table 9.1 about the divi-
sion of labor by gender illustrate generalities 
rather than universals. That is, among the societ-
ies known to ethnography, there is a very strong 
tendency for men to build boats, but there are ex-
ceptions. One was the Hidatsa, a Native Ameri-
can group in which the women made the boats 
used to cross the Missouri River. (Traditionally, 
the Hidatsa were village farmers and bison hunt-
ers on the North American Plains; they now live 
in North Dakota.) Another exception: Pawnee 
women worked wood; this is the only Native 
American group that assigned this activity to 
women. (The Pawnee, also traditionally Plains 
farmers and bison hunters, originally lived in 
what is now central Nebraska and central Kansas; 
they now live on a reservation in north central 
Oklahoma.) Among the Mbuti “pygmies” of 
Africa’s Ituri forest, women hunt by catching 
small, slow animals, using their hands or a net 
(Murdock and Provost 1973).
 Exceptions to cross-cultural generalizations 
may involve societies or individuals. That is, a so-
ciety like the Hidatsa can contradict the cross- 
cultural generalization that men build boats by 
assigning that task to women. Or, in a society 
where the cultural expectation is that only men 
build boats, a particular woman or women can 
contradict that expectation by doing the male ac-
tivity. Table 9.1 shows that in a sample of 185 soci-
eties, certain activities (“swing activities”) are 
assigned to either or both men and women. Among 
the most important of such activities are planting, 
tending, and harvesting crops. We’ll see below 
that some societies customarily assign more farm-
ing chores to women, whereas others call on men 
to be the main farm laborers. Among the tasks al-
most always assigned to men (Table 9.1), some 
(e.g., hunting large animals on land and sea) seem 
clearly related to the greater average size and 
strength of males. Others, such as working wood 
and making musical instruments, seem more cul-
turally arbitrary. And women, of course, are not 
exempt from arduous and time-consuming physi-
cal labor, such as gathering fi rewood and fetching 
water. In Arembepe, Bahia, Brazil, women rou-
tinely transport water in fi ve-gallon tins, balanced 
on their heads, from wells and lagoons located at 
long distances from their homes.
 Notice that Table 9.1 includes no mention of 
trade and market activity, in which either or both 
men and women are active. Is Table 9.1 somewhat 

 In stateless societies, gender stratifi cation is of-
ten more obvious in regard to prestige than it is in 
regard to wealth. In her study of the Ilongots of 
northern Luzon in the Philippines (Figure 9.1), 

Michelle Rosaldo (1980a) described gender 
differences related to the positive cultural 

value placed on adventure, travel, and 
knowledge of the external world. More 
often than women, Ilongot men, as head-
hunters, visited distant places. They ac-

quired knowledge of the external world, 
amassed experiences there, and returned to 

express their knowledge, adventures, and 
feelings in public oratory. They received acclaim 

as a result. Ilongot women had inferior prestige 
because they lacked external experiences on 
which to base knowledge and dramatic expres-
sion. On the basis of Rosaldo’s study and fi ndings 
in other stateless societies, Ong (1989) argues that 
we must distinguish between prestige systems 
and actual power in a given society. High male 
prestige may not entail economic or political 
power held by men over their families.

RECURRENT GENDER 
PATTERNS
Remember from previous chapters that ethnolo-
gists compare ethnographic data from several 
cultures (i.e., cross-cultural data) to discover and 
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androcentric in detailing more tasks for men than 
for women? More than men, women do child 
care, but the study on which Table 9.1 is based 
does not break down domestic activities to the 
same extent that it details extradomestic ones. 
Think about Table 9.1 in terms of today’s home 
and job roles and with respect to the activities 
done by contemporary women and men. Men 
still do most of the hunting; either gender can col-
lect the honey from a supermarket, even as most 
baby-bottom wiping (part of child care and not 
included in Table 9.1) continues to be in female 
hands.
 Cross-culturally the subsistence contributions 
of men and women are roughly equal (Table 9.2). 
But in domestic activities and child care, female 
labor predominates, as we see in Tables 9.3 and 9.4. 
Table 9.3 shows that in about half the societies 
studied, men did virtually no domestic work. 

TABLE 9.2 Time and Effort Expended on 
Subsistence Activities by Men and Women*

More by men 16

Roughly equal 61

More by women 23

*Percentage of 88 randomly selected societies for which 
information was available on this variable.

SOURCE: M. F. Whyte, “Cross-Cultural Codes Dealing with the 
Relative Status of Women,” Ethnology 17(2):211–239.

TABLE 9.1 Generalities in the Division of Labor by Gender, Based on Data from 185 Societies

*All the activities above “butchering” are almost always done by men; those from “butchering” through “making rope” usually are 
done by men.

SOURCE: Adapted from G. P. Murdock and C. Provost, “Factors in the Division of Labor by Sex: A Cross-Cultural Analysis,” Ethnology 12(2) 
April 1973: 202–225. Copyright © 1973 University of Pittsburgh. Reprinted by permission.

GENERALLY MALE ACTIVITIES

Hunting large aquatic 
animals (e.g., whales, walrus)

Smelting ores

Metalworking

Lumbering

Hunting large land animals

Working wood

Hunting fowl

Making musical instruments

Trapping

Building boats

Working stone

Working bone, horn, and 
shell

Mining and quarrying

Setting bones

Butchering*

Collecting wild honey

Clearing land

Fishing

Tending large herd animals

Building houses

Preparing the soil

Making nets

Making rope

SWING (MALE OR FEMALE) ACTIVITIES

Making fi re

Body mutilation

Preparing skins

Gathering small land animals

Planting crops

Making leather products

Harvesting

Tending crops

Milking

Making baskets

Carrying burdens

Making mats

Caring for small animals

Preserving meat and fi sh

Loom weaving

Gathering small aquatic animals

Clothing manufacture

Making pottery

GENERALLY FEMALE ACTIVITIES

Gathering fuel (e.g., fi rewood)

Making drinks

Gathering wild vegetal foods

Dairy production (e.g., 
churning)

Spinning

Doing the laundry

Fetching water

Cooking

Preparing vegetal food 
(e.g., processing cereal grains)

Even in societies where men did some domestic 
chores, the bulk of such work was done by 
women. Adding together their subsistence activi-
ties and their domestic work, women tend to 
work more hours than men do. Has this changed 
in the contemporary world?
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216 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

 What about child care? Women tend to be the 
main caregivers in most societies, but men often 
play a role. Again there are exceptions, both 
within and between societies. Table 9.4 uses cross-
cultural data to answer the question “Who—men 
or women—has fi nal authority over the care, han-
dling, and discipline of children younger than 
four years?” Although women have primary au-
thority over infants in two-thirds of the societies, 
there are still societies (18 percent of the total) in 
which men have the major say. In the United 
States and Canada today, some men are primary 
caregivers despite the cultural fact that the female 
role in child care remains more prominent in both 
countries. Given the critical role of breast-feeding 
in ensuring infant survival, it makes sense, for in-
fants especially, for the mother to be the primary 
caregiver.
 There are differences in male and female repro-
ductive strategies. Women give birth, breast-feed, 
and assume primary responsibility for infant care. 
Women ensure that their progeny will survive by 
establishing a close bond with each baby. It’s also 
advantageous for a woman to have a reliable mate 
to ease the child-rearing process and ensure the 
survival of her children. (Again, there are excep-
tions, for example, the Nayars discussed in the 
chapter “Families, Kinship, and Descent.”) 
Women can have only so many babies during the 
course of their reproductive years, which begin 
after menarche (the advent of menstruation) and 
end with menopause (cessation of menstruation). 
Men, in contrast, have a longer reproductive pe-
riod, which can last into the elder years. If they 

TABLE 9.3 Who Does the Domestic Work?*

Males do virtually none 51

Males do some, but mostly done by females 49

*Percentage of 92 randomly selected societies for which 
information was available on this variable.

SOURCE: M. F. Whyte, “Cross-Cultural Codes Dealing with the 
 Relative Status of Women,” Ethnology 17(2):211–239.

TABLE 9.5 Does the Society Allow 
Multiple Spouses?*

Only for males 77

For both, but more commonly for males 4

For neither 16

For both, but more commonly for females 2

*Percentage of 92 randomly selected societies.

SOURCE: M. F. Whyte, “Cross-Cultural Codes Dealing with the 
 Relative Status of Women,” Ethnology 17(2):211–239.

TABLE 9.6 Is There a Double Standard with 
Respect to PREMARITAL Sex*

Yes—females are more restricted 44

No—equal restrictions on males and females 56

*Percentage of 73 randomly selected societies for which informa-
tion was available on this variable.

SOURCE: M. F. Whyte, “Cross-Cultural Codes Dealing with the 
Relative Status of Women,” Ethnology 17(2):211–239.

TABLE 9.7 Is There a Double Standard with 
Respect to EXTRAMARITAL Sex*

Yes—females are more restricted 43

Equal restrictions on males and females 55

Males punished more severely for transgression 3

*Percentage of 73 randomly selected societies for which informa-
tion was available on this variable.

SOURCE: M. F. Whyte, “Cross-Cultural Codes Dealing with the 
Relative Status of Women,” Ethnology 17(2):211–239.

TABLE 9.4 Who Has Final Authority over 
the Care, Handling, and Discipline of Infant 
Children (under Four Years Old)?*

Males have more say 18

Roughly equal 16

Females have more say 66

*Percentage of 67 randomly selected societies for which informa-
tion was available on this variable.

SOURCE: M. F. Whyte, “Cross-Cultural Codes Dealing with the 
Relative Status of Women,” Ethnology 17(2):211–239.

choose to do so, men can enhance their reproduc-
tive success by impregnating several women over 
a longer time period. Although men do not al-
ways have multiple mates, they do have a greater 
tendency to do so than women do (see Tables 9.5, 
9.6, and 9.7). Among the societies known to eth-
nography, polygyny is much more common than 
polyandry is (see Table 9.5).
 Men mate, within and outside marriage, more 
than women do. Table 9.6 shows cross-cultural 
data on premarital sex, and Table 9.7 summarizes 
the data on extramarital sex. In both cases men 
are less restricted than women are, although the 
restrictions are equal in about half the societies 
studied.
 Double standards that restrict women more 
than men illustrate gender stratifi cation. This 
chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity” shows how 
India, while formally offering equal rights to 
women, still denies them the privilege of moving 
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ing period. Late in pregnancy and after childbirth, 
carrying a baby limits a woman’s movements, 
even her gathering. However, among the Agta of 
the Philippines (Griffi n and Estioko-Griffi n, eds. 
1985) women not only gather; they also hunt with 
dogs while carrying their babies with them. Still, 
given the effects of pregnancy and breast-feeding 
on mobility, it is rarely feasible for women to be 
the primary hunters (Friedl 1975). Warfare, which 

Among foragers, gender stratifi cation tends to increase when men  contribute 

much more to the diet than women do—as has been true among the Inuit 

and other northern hunters and fi shers. Shown here, Mikile, an Inuit hunter, 

opens up a narwhal he hunted and killed near Qeqertat in northwestern 

Greenland.

untroubled through public space. Women rou-
tinely are harassed when they move from private 
(domestic) to public space. “Appreciating Diver-
sity” describes an attempt to offer women relief 
from male indignities as they commute to work. 
 Several studies have shown that economic 
roles affect gender stratifi cation. In one cross- 
cultural study, Sanday (1974) found that gender 
stratifi cation decreased when men and women 
made roughly equal contributions to subsistence. 
She found that gender stratifi cation was greatest 
when the women contributed either much more 
or much less than the men did.

GENDER AMONG FORAGERS
In foraging societies, gender stratifi cation was 
most marked when men contributed much more 
to the diet than women did. This was true among 
the Inuit and other northern hunters and fi shers. 
Among tropical and semitropical foragers, by 
contrast, gathering usually supplies more food 
than hunting and fi shing do. Gathering is gener-
ally women’s work. Men usually hunt and fi sh, 
but women also do some fi shing and may hunt 
small animals. When gathering is prominent, gen-
der status tends to be more equal than it is when 
hunting and fi shing are the main subsistence 
 activities.
 Gender status is also more equal when the do-
mestic and public spheres aren’t sharply sepa-
rated. (Domestic means within or pertaining to 
the home.) Strong differentiation between the 
home and the outside world is called the domes-
tic public dichotomy or the private–public con-
trast. The outside world can include politics, 
trade, warfare, or work. Often when domestic and 
public spheres are clearly separated, public activi-
ties have greater prestige than domestic ones do. 
This can promote gender stratifi cation, because 
men are more likely to be active in the public do-
main than women are (see “Appreciating Diver-
sity”). Cross-culturally, women’s activities tend 
to be closer to home than men’s are. Thus, an-
other reason hunter-gatherers have less gender 
stratifi cation than food producers do is that the 
domestic–public dichotomy is less developed 
among foragers.
 We’ve seen that certain gender roles are more 
sex-linked than others. Men are the usual hunters 
and warriors. Given such tools and weapons as 
spears, knives, and bows, men make better hunt-
ers and fi ghters because they are bigger and stron-
ger on the average than are women in the same 
population (Divale and Harris 1976). The male 
hunter-fi ghter role also refl ects a tendency toward 
greater male mobility.
 In foraging societies, women are either preg-
nant or lactating during most of their childbear-

domestic–public 
dichotomy
Work at home versus 
more valued work 
outside.

In many societies women routinely do hard physical labor, as is illustrated by 

these women working together to move logs at a sawmill in Langxiang, China. 

Anthropologists have described both commonalities and differences in gender 

roles and activities among the world’s societies.
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Human diversity is expressed in varied gender 
roles in different societies. Such roles, however, 
are changing with globalization. India is experi-
encing signifi cant changes in work patterns and 
gender roles. Like women in the United States, 
although still to a lesser degree, more and more 
Indian women are entering the workforce, many 
in jobs that are part of a global economy based 
on services and information.
 How should we evaluate the status of women 
in a society, such as India? India’s constitution 
guarantees equal rights for women. India has 
several prominent female political leaders. In-
dian law mandates equal pay for equal work, 
and there are laws against sexual harassment. 
Yet India still may be described as a patriarchal 
culture, where women are harassed routinely 
when they move from private (domestic) to pub-
lic space. Described below is an attempt to offer 
women relief from the indignity of “eve teasing” 
as they commute by train to and from work.

PALWAL, India—As the morning commuter 

train rattled down the track, Chinu Sharma, an 

offi ce worker, enjoyed the absence of men. 

Some of them pinch and grope women on 

trains, or shout insults and catcalls. . . .

 Up and down the jostling train, women re-

peated the same theme: As millions of women 

have poured into the Indian work force over 

the last decade, they have met with different 

obstacles in a tradition-bound, patriarchal cul-

ture, but few are more annoying than the basic 

task of getting to work.

 The problems of taunting and harassment, 

known as eve teasing, are so persistent that in 

recent months the government has decided to 

simply remove men altogether. In a pilot pro-

gram, eight new commuter trains exclusively 

for female passengers have been introduced 

in India’s four largest cities: New Delhi, Mumbai, 

Chennai and Calcutta.

 The trains are known as Ladies Specials, 

and on one recent round trip in which a male 

reporter got permission to board, the women 

commuting between the industrial town of 

Palwal and New Delhi were very pleased.

 “It’s so nice here,” said a teacher, Kiran 

Khas, who has commuted by train for 17 years. 

Ms. Khas said the regular trains were thronged 

with vegetable sellers, pickpockets, beggars 

and lots of men. “Here on this train,” she said, 

as if describing a miracle, “you can board any-

where and sit freely.”

 India would seem to be a country where 

women have shattered the glass ceiling. The 

country’s most powerful politician, Sonia 

Gandhi, president of the Congress Party, is a 

woman. The country’s current president, a 

somewhat ceremonial position, is a woman. So 

are the foreign secretary and the chief minister 

of the country’s most populous state, Uttar 

Pradesh, and the new minister of railways. 

India’s Constitution guarantees equal rights for 

women, while Indian law stipulates equal pay 

and punishment for sexual harassment.

 But the reality is very different for the aver-

age working woman, many analysts say.

 Since India began economic reforms in the 

early 1990s, women have entered the urban 

work force, initially as government offi ce work-

ers, but now increasingly as employees in the 

booming services sector or in professional 

jobs. Overall, the number of working women 

has roughly doubled in 15 years.

 But violence against women has also in-

creased, according to national statistics. Be-

tween 2003 and 2007, rape cases rose by more 

than 30 percent, kidnapping or abduction cases 

rose by more than 50 percent, while torture 

and molestation also jumped sharply.

 Mala Bhandari, who runs an organization 

focused on women and children, said the infl ux 

of women into the workplace had eroded the 

traditional separation between public space 

(the workplace) and private space (the home). 

“Now that women have started occupying 

public spaces, issues will always arise,” she 

said. “And the fi rst issue is security.” India’s 

newspapers are fi lled with accounts of the fric-

tions wrought by so much social change.

 Last week, a husband in Noida was brought 

in by the police and accused of beating his wife 

because she had cut her hair in a Western style. 

In June, four colleges in Kanpur tried to bar fe-

male students from wearing blue jeans, saying 

that they were “indecent” and that they contrib-

uted to rising cases of sexual harassment. After 

protests from female students, state offi cials 

ordered the colleges to drop the restriction.

 For many years, women traveling by train sat 

with men, until crowding and security concerns 

prompted the railroad to reserve two compart-

ments per train for women. But with trains badly 

overcrowded, men would break into cars for 

women and claim seats. Mumbai started operat-

ing two women-only trains in 1992, yet the 

 program was never expanded. Then, with com-

plaints rising from female passengers, Mamata 

Banerjee, the new minister of railways, an-

nounced the eight new Ladies Specials trains.

 “It speaks of their coming of age and asser-

tiveness,” said Mukesh Nigam, a high-ranking 

railway offi cial.

 Many men are not thrilled. Several female 

passengers said eve teasing was worse here in 

D I V E R S I T Y
A Women’s Train for India

appreciating
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northern India than elsewhere in the country. As 

the Ladies Special idled on Track 7 at the station 

in Palwal, a few men glared from the platform. 

The Ladies Special was far less crowded, with 

clean, padded benches and electric fans, com-

pared with the dirty, darkened train on Track 6 

fi lled with sullen men. Vandals sometimes write 

profanities on the  Ladies Special, or worse. . . .

 As the train began moving, one woman sat 

meditating. Nearby, an accountant read a 

Hindu prayer book, while college students gos-

siped a few rows away. “If you go to work, then 

you are independent, you earn some money 

and can help the family,” said Archana Gahlot, 

25. “And if something happens to the marriage, 

you have something.” . . .

SOURCE: Jim Yardley, “Indian Women Find New Peace 

in Rail Commute.” From The New York Times, Sep-

tember 16, 2009. © The New York Times. All rights 

res erved. Used by permission and protected by the 

Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Mat-

erial without express written permission is prohibited. 

www.nytimes.com

India has been described as a patriarchal culture, in which women routinely are harassed when they move from private (domestic) to pub-

lic space. The women shown here enjoy their ride, unmolested, on the “Ladies Special” train from Palwal to Delhi, on September 10, 2009.
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sedentary. Most Ju/’hoansi are now sedentary, 
living near food producers or ranchers (see Kent 
1992; Solway and Lee 1990; Wilmsen 1989).
 Draper studied sedentary Ju/’hoansi at Mahopa, 
a village where they herded, grew crops, worked 
for wages, and did a small amount of gathering. 
Their gender roles were becoming more rigidly 
defi ned. A domestic–public dichotomy was de-
veloping as men traveled farther than women 
did. With less gathering, women were confi ned 
more to the home. Boys could gain mobility 
through herding, but girls’ movements were more 
limited. The equal and communal world of the 
bush was yielding to the social features of seden-
tary life. A differential ranking of men according 
to their herds, houses, and sons began to replace 
sharing. Males came to be seen as more valuable 
producers.
 If there is some degree of male dominance in 
virtually every contemporary society, it may be 
because of changes such as those that have 
drawn the Ju/’hoansi into wage work, market 
sales, and thus the world capitalist economy. A 
historic interplay between local, national, and 
international forces infl uences systems of gender 
stratifi cation (Ong 1989). In traditional foraging 
cultures, however, egalitarianism extended to 
the relations between the sexes. The social 
spheres, activities, rights, and obligations of men 
and women overlapped. Foragers’ kinship sys-
tems tend to be bilateral (calculated equally 
through males and females) rather than favoring 
either the mother’s side or the father’s side. For-
agers may live with either the husband’s or the 
wife’s kin and often shift between one group and 
the other.
 One last observation about foragers: It is 
among them that the public and private spheres 
are least separate, hierarchy is least marked, ag-
gression and competition are most discouraged, 
and the rights, activities, and spheres of infl uence 
of men and women overlap the most. Our ances-
tors lived entirely by foraging until 10,000 years 
ago. If there is any most “natural” form of human 
society, it is best, although imperfectly, repre-
sented by foragers. Despite the popular stereo-
type of the club-wielding caveman dragging his 
mate by the hair, relative gender equality is a 
much more likely ancestral pattern.

GENDER AMONG 
HORTICULTURALISTS
Gender roles and stratifi cation among cultivators 
vary widely, depending on specifi c features of the 
economy and social structure. Demonstrating 
this, Martin and Voorhies (1975) studied a sample 
of 515 horticultural societies, representing all 
parts of the world. They looked at several vari-

also requires mobility, is not found in most 
foraging societies, nor is interregional trade well 
developed. Warfare and trade are two public 
arenas that can contribute to status inequality of 
males and females among food producers.
 The Ju/’hoansi San illustrate the extent to 
which the activities and spheres of infl uence of 
men and women may overlap among foragers 
(Draper 1975). Traditional Ju/’hoansi gender 
roles were interdependent. During gathering, 
women discovered information about game ani-
mals, which they passed on to the men. Men and 
women spent about the same amount of time 
away from the camp, but neither worked more 
than three days a week. Between one-third and 
one-half of the band stayed home while the oth-
ers worked.
 The Ju/’hoansi saw nothing wrong in doing 
the work of the other gender. Men often gathered 
food and collected water. A general sharing ethos 
dictated that men distribute meat and that women 
share the fruits of gathering. Boys and girls of all 
ages played together. Fathers took an active role 
in raising children. Resources were adequate, and 
competition and aggression were discouraged. 
Exchangeability and interdependence of roles are 
adaptive in small groups.
 Patricia Draper’s fi eld work among the Ju/ 
‘hoansi is especially useful in showing the rela-
tionships between economy, gender roles, and 
stratifi cation because she studied both foragers 
and a group of former foragers who had become 

Women are the main producers in horticultural societies. Women like these 

South American corn farmers do most of the cultivating in such societies. 

What kinds of roles do women play in contemporary North American farming?
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ables, including descent and postmarital resi-
dence, the percentage of the diet derived from 
cultivation, and the productivity of men and 
women.
 A descent group is one whose social unity and 
solidarity are based on a belief in common ancestry. 
Cross-culturally, two common rules serve to ad-
mit certain people as descent-group members 
while excluding others. With a rule of matrilineal 
descent, people join the mother’s group automat-
ically at birth (as an ascribed status) and stay 
members throughout life. Matrilineal descent 
groups therefore include only the children of the 
group’s women. With patrilineal descent, people 
automatically have lifetime membership in the 
father’s group. The children of all the group’s 
men belong to the group. The children of the 
group’s women are excluded; they belong to their 
father’s group. Patrilineal descent is much more 
common than matrilineal descent. In a sample of 
564 societies (Murdock 1957), about three times as 
many were found to be patrilineal (247 to 84) as 
matrilineal.
 Societies with descent groups not only have 
membership rules; they also have rules about 
where members should live once they marry. 
With patrilocality, which is associated with 
patrilineal descent, the couple lives in the hus-
band’s (father’s) community, so that related 
males stay put, as wives move to their husband’s 
village. A less common residence rule, associated 
with matrilineal descent, is matrilocality: Mar-
ried couples live in the wife’s (mother’s) com-
munity, and their children grow up in their 
mother’s village. This rule keeps related women 
together.
 Martin and Voorhies (1975) found women to 
be the main producers in horticultural societies. 
In 50 percent of those societies, women did most 
of the cultivating. In 33 percent, contributions to 
cultivation by men and women were equal. In 
only 17 percent did men do most of the work (Ta-
ble 9.8). Women tended to do a bit more cultivat-
ing in matrilineal compared with patrilineal 
societies. They dominated horticulture in 64 per-
cent of the matrilineal societies versus 50 percent 
of the patrilineal ones.

patrilineal descent
Descent traced through 
men only.

patrilocality
Married couple resides 
in husband’s (father’s) 
community.

matrilocality
Married couple resides 
in wife’s (mother’s) 
community.

TABLE 9.8 Male and Female Contributions to Production in Cultivating Societies

SOURCE: K. Martin and B. Voorhies, Female of the Species (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975), p. 283.

 HORTICULTURE AGRICULTURE
  (PERCENTAGE OF 104 SOCIETIES) (PERCENTAGE OF 93 SOCIETIES)

Women are primary cultivators 50 15

Men are primary cultivators 17 81

Equal contributions to cultivation 33 3

Reduced Gender Stratifi cation—
Matrilineal, Matrilocal Societies
Cross-cultural variation in gender status is re-
lated to rules of descent and postmarital resi-
dence (Friedl 1975; Martin and Voorhies 1975). 
Among horticulturalists with matrilineal descent 
and matrilocality, female status tends to be high 
(see Blackwood 2000). Matriliny and matrilocal-
ity  disperse related males, rather than consoli-
dating them. By contrast, patriliny and patrilocality 
keep male relatives together, an advantage given 
warfare. Matrilineal-matrilocal systems tend to 
occur in societies where population pressure on 
strategic resources is minimal and warfare is 
 infrequent.
 Women tend to have high status in matrilin-
eal, matrilocal societies for several reasons. 
 Descent-group membership, succession to political 
positions, allocation of land, and overall social 
identity all come through female links. In Neg-
eri Sembilan, Malaysia (Peletz 1988), matriliny 
gave women sole inheritance of ancestral rice 
fi elds. Matrilocality created solidary clusters of 
female kin. Women had considerable infl uence 
beyond the household (Swift 1963). In such 
matrilineal contexts, women are the basis of the 
entire social structure. Although public author-
ity may be (or may appear to be) assigned to the 
men, much of the power and decision making 
may actually belong to the senior women. Some 
matrilineal societies, including the Iroquois
(Brown 1975), a confederation of tribes in ab-
original New York, show that women’s eco-
nomic, political, and ritual infl uence can rival 
that of men (Figure 9.2).
 Iroquois women played a major subsistence 
role, while men left home for long periods to wage 
war. As is usual in matrilineal societies, internal
warfare was uncommon. Iroquois men waged 
war only on distant groups; this could keep them 
away for years.
 Iroquois men hunted and fi shed, but women 
controlled the local economy. Women did some 
fi shing and occasional hunting, but their major 
productive role was in horticulture. Women owned 
the land, which they inherited from matrilineal 

matrilineal descent
Descent traced through 
women only.
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kinswomen. Women controlled the production 
and distribution of food.
 Iroquois women lived with their husbands and 
children in the family compartments of a commu-
nal longhouse. Women born in a longhouse re-
mained there for life. Senior women, or matrons, 
decided which men could join the longhouse as 
husbands, and they could evict incompatible 
men. Women therefore controlled alliances be-
tween descent groups, an important political job 
in tribal society.
 Iroquois women thus managed production 
and distribution. Social identity, succession to 
 offi ce and titles, and property all came through 
the female line, and women were prominent in 
ritual and politics. Related tribes made up a con-
federacy, the League of the Iroquois, with chiefs 
and councils.
 A council of male chiefs managed military op-
erations, but chiefl y succession was matrilineal. 
That is, succession went from a man to his brother, 
his sister’s son, or another matrilineal relative. 
The matrons of each longhouse nominated a man 
as their representative. If the council rejected their 
fi rst nominee, the women proposed others until 
one was accepted. Matrons constantly monitored 
the chiefs and could impeach them. Women could 
veto war declarations, withhold provisions for 
war, and initiate peace efforts. In religion, too, 
women shared power. Half the tribe’s religious 
practitioners were women, and the matrons 
helped select the others.

Reduced Gender Stratifi cation—
Matrifocal Societies
Nancy Tanner (1974) also found that the combina-
tion of male travel and a prominent female eco-
nomic role reduced gender stratifi cation and 
promoted high female status. She based this 
 fi nding on a survey of the matrifocal (mother- 
centered, often with no resident husband-father) 
organization of certain societies in Indonesia, 
West Africa, and the Caribbean. Matrifocal societ-
ies are not necessarily matrilineal. A few are even 
patrilineal.
 For example, Tanner (1974) found matrifocal-
ity among the Igbo of eastern Nigeria, who are 
patrilineal, patrilocal, and polygynous (men have 
multiple wives). Each wife had her own house, 
where she lived with her children. Women planted 
crops next to their houses and traded surpluses. 
Women’s associations ran the local markets, while 
men did the long-distance trading.
 In a case study of the Igbo, Ifi  Amadiume 
(1987) noted that either sex could fi ll male 
 gender roles. Before Christian infl uence, suc-
cessful Igbo women used wealth to take titles 
and acquire wives. Wives freed husbands (male 
and female) from domestic work and helped 

Many jobs that men do in some societies are done by women in others, and 

vice versa. In West Africa, women play a prominent role in trade and 

marketing. In Togo, shown here, women dominate textile sales. Is there a 

textile shop near you? Who runs it?
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them accumulate wealth. Female husbands 
were not considered masculine but preserved 
their femininity. Igbo women asserted them-
selves in women’s groups, including those of 
lineage daughters, lineage wives, and a com-
munity-wide women’s council led by titled 
women. The high status and infl uence of Igbo 
women rested on the separation of males from 
local subsistence and on a marketing system 
that encouraged women to leave home and gain 
prominence in distribution and—through these 
accomplishments—in politics.

Matriarchy
Cross-culturally, anthropologists have described 
tremendous variation in the roles of men and 
women, and the power differentials between them. 
If a patriarchy is a political system ruled by men, 
what would a matriarchy be? Would a matriarchy 
be a political system ruled by women, or a political 
system in which women play a much more promi-
nent role than men do in social and political orga-
nization? Anthropologist Peggy Sanday (2002) has 
concluded that matriarchies exist, but not as mirror 
images of patriarchies. The superior power that 
men typically have in a patriarchy isn’t matched 
by women’s equally disproportionate power in a 
matriarchy. Many societies, including the Minang-
kabau of West Sumatra, Indonesia, whom Sanday 
has studied for decades, lack the substantial power 

Being a mother represents an ultimate task in the life of a typical 
Serbian woman, and mothers in Serbia are oftentimes surrounded by 
a semisacred aura, which has historically provided otherwise op-

pressed and undermined females with a plane in which to exercise some 
sort of power. While they may be subjugated in other spheres of life, 
 Serbian women are celebrated as mothers by their husbands, in-laws, par-
ents, and others, especially if they bear sons. One of the major reasons for 
this attitude is the unusually large number of wars fought on Serbian terri-
tory, which infl uenced the idea that women are responsible for prolonging 
the life of the nation by bearing children. As social scientists have noted, 
Serbian families are mother centered in the sense that members of a family 
depend on women to satisfy essential nutritional and hygienic needs; that 
there is an inclination toward matricentric kinship; and that women actually 
achieve their domination, concentrating and even expanding their power, 
through self-sacrifi ce. Women in Serbia see self-sacrifi ce as a strategy to 
improve their individual position, to strengthen their confi dence, and to 
help them reconstruct their identity in a period of social and political transi-
tion. Serbian women typically tend not to spend money on themselves and 
often feel guilty if they are spending too much time with their friends or 
engaging in leisure activities instead of taking care of their children.
 Conversely, the concept of motherhood in the United States does not 
rely heavily on self-sacrifi ce as it does in Serbia. American women do not 
necessarily defi ne themselves through motherhood and are not consid-
ered “selfi sh” if they choose not to have children. Women’s power in the 
United States stems from their career status; the money they earn; their 
self-identifi cation as a scholar, athlete, business owner, or successful, inde-
pendent person. Whereas Serbian mothers seek to infl uence their children 
for as long as possible, American mothers expect that their college-aged 
children will live away from home, get jobs, and take care of themselves.
 In Serbia, motherhood represents the key element of womanhood; in-
deed, in many ways women seem compelled to become mothers. More-
over, the ethics of self-sacrifi cial motherhood are deeply entrenched in the 
consciousness of Serbian women, as is confi rmed by the high level of ac-
ceptance of the maxim, “Every normal woman should sacrifi ce for her 
children.” In contrast, women in the United States have children if they 
wish, but their children do not necessarily defi ne or limit their lives. Be-
cause the culture encourages them to shape their identities beyond moth-
erhood, they do not typically see themselves as sacrifi cing the quality of 
their lives for their children.

Motherhood as the Key 
Component of Female 
Identity in Serbia

STUDENT: Masha Sukovic, Ph.D. Candidate

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: Serbia

SUPERVISING PROFESSOR: Thomas A. Green

SCHOOL: Texas A&M University

OTHERS
through the eyes of

A Minangkabau bride and groom in West Sumatra, 

Indonesia, where anthropologist Peggy Reeves  Sanday 

has conducted several years of ethnographic fi eld work.
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used for their mythical Queen Mother. Women 
control land inheritance, and couples reside 
matrilocally. In the wedding ceremony, the wife 
collects her husband from his household and, 
with her female kin, escorts him to hers. If there 
is a divorce, the husband simply takes his things 
and leaves. Yet despite the special position of 
women, the Minangkabau matriarchy is not the 
equivalent of female rule, given the Minangka-
bau belief that all decision making should be by 
consensus.

Increased Gender Stratifi cation—
Patrilineal-Patrilocal Societies
The Igbo are unusual among patrilineal-patrilocal 
societies, many of which have marked gender 
stratifi cation. Martin and Voorhies (1975) link 
the decline of matriliny and the spread of the 
patrilineal-patrilocal complex (consisting of 
patrilineality, patrilocality, warfare, and male su-
premacy) to pressure on resources. Faced with 
scarce resources, patrilineal-patrilocal cultivators 
such as the Yanomami often wage warfare against 
other villages. This favors patrilocality and patri-
liny, customs that keep related men together in 
the same village, where they make strong allies in 
battle. Such societies tend to have a sharp 
domestic– public dichotomy, and men tend to 
dominate the prestige hierarchy. Men may use 
their public roles in warfare and trade and their 
greater prestige to symbolize and reinforce the 
devaluation or oppression of women.
 The patrilineal-patrilocal complex character-
izes many societies in highland Papua New 
Guinea. Women work hard growing and process-
ing subsistence crops, raising and tending pigs 
(the main domesticated animal and a favorite 
food), and doing domestic cooking, but they are 
isolated from the public domain, which men con-
trol. Men grow and distribute prestige crops, pre-
pare food for feasts, and arrange marriages. The 
men even get to trade the pigs and control their 
use in ritual.
 In densely populated areas of the Papua New 
Guinea highlands, male–female avoidance is 
associated with strong pressure on resources 
(Lindenbaum 1972). Men fear all female contacts, 
including sex. They think that sexual contact with 
women will weaken them. Indeed, men see ev-
erything female as dangerous and polluting. They 
segregate themselves in men’s houses and hide 
their precious ritual objects from women. They 
delay marriage, and some never marry.
 By contrast, the sparsely populated areas of 
Papua New Guinea, such as recently settled ar-
eas, lack taboos on male–female contacts. The im-
age of woman as polluter fades, heterosexual 
intercourse is valued, men and women live to-
gether, and reproductive rates are high.

differentials that typify patriarchal systems. 
 Minangkabau women play a central role in social, 
economic, and ceremonial life and as key symbols. 
The primacy of matriliny and matriarchy is evi-
dent at the village level, as well as  regionally, 
where seniority of matrilineal descent serves as a 
way to rank villages.
 The four million Minangkabau constitute one 
of Indonesia’s largest ethnic groups. Located in 
the highlands of West Sumatra, their culture is 
based on the coexistence of matrilineal custom 
and a nature-based philosophy called adat, com-
plemented by Islam, a more recent (16th-century) 
arrival. The Minangkabau view men and women 
as cooperative partners for the common good 
rather than competitors ruled by self-interest. 
People gain prestige when they promote social 
harmony rather than by vying for power.
 Sanday considers the Minangkabau a matriar-
chy because women are the center, origin, and 
foundation of the social order. Senior women are 
associated with the central pillar of the traditional 
house, the oldest one in the village. The oldest 
village in a cluster is called the “mother village.” 
In ceremonies, women are addressed by the term 

In some parts of Papua New Guinea, the patrilineal-

patrilocal complex has extreme social repercussions. 

Regarding females as dangerous and polluting, men 

may segregate themselves in men’s houses (such as 

this one, located near the Sepik River), where they 

hide their precious ritual objects from women. Are 

there places like this in your society?

patrilineal-patrilocal 
complex
Male supremacy based 
on patrilineality, patrilo-
cality, and warfare.

matrifocal
Mother-centered; e.g., 
household with no 
resident husband-father.
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with other members of the household, women do 
daily weeding in December and January. After 
the harvest, all family members work together 
winnowing the rice and then transporting it to 
the granary.
 If we consider the strenuous daily task of husk-
ing rice by pounding (a part of food preparation 
rather than production per se), women actually 
contribute slightly more than 50 percent of the la-
bor devoted to producing and preparing rice be-
fore cooking.
 Not just women’s prominent economic role 
but traditional social organization enhances 
 female status among the Betsileo. Although post-
marital residence is mainly patrilocal, descent 
rules permit married women to keep membership 
in and a strong allegiance to their own descent 
groups. Kinship is broadly and bilaterally calcu-
lated (on both sides—as in contemporary North 
America). The Betsileo exemplify Aihwa Ong’s 
(1989) generalization that bilateral (and matrilin-
eal) kinship systems, combined with subsistence 
economies in which the sexes have complemen-
tary roles in food production and distribution, are 
characterized by reduced gender stratifi cation. 
Such societies are common among South Asian 
peasants (Ong 1989).
 Traditionally, Betsileo men participate more 
in politics, but the women also hold political of-
fi ce. Women sell their produce and products in 
markets, invest in cattle, sponsor ceremonials, 
and are mentioned during offerings to ancestors. 
 Arranging marriages, an important extradomes-
tic activity, is more women’s concern than men’s. 

GENDER AMONG 
AGRICULTURALISTS
When the economy is based on agriculture, 
women typically lose their role as primary culti-
vators. Certain agricultural techniques, particu-
larly plowing, have been assigned to men because 
of their greater average size and strength (Martin 
and Voorhies 1975). Except when irrigation is 
used, plowing eliminates the need for constant 
weeding, an activity usually done by women.
 Cross-cultural data illustrate these contrasts in 
productive roles. Women were the main workers 
in 50 percent of the horticultural societies sur-
veyed but in only 15 percent of the agricultural 
groups. Male subsistence labor dominated 81 per-
cent of the agricultural societies but only 17 percent 
of the horticultural ones (Martin and Voorhies 
1975) (see Table 9.8).
 With the advent of agriculture, women were 
cut off from production for the fi rst time in hu-
man history. Perhaps this refl ected the need for 
women to stay closer to home to care for the 
larger numbers of children that typify agricul-
ture, compared with less labor-intensive econo-
mies. Belief systems started contrasting men’s 
valuable extradomestic labor with women’s 
 domestic role, now viewed as inferior. (Extrado-
mestic means outside the home, within or per-
taining to the public domain.) Changes in kinship 
and postmarital residence patterns also hurt 
women. Descent groups and polygyny declined 
with agriculture, and the nuclear family became 
more common. Living with her husband and 
children, a woman was isolated from her kins-
women and cowives. Female sexuality is care-
fully supervised in agricultural economies; men 
have easier access to divorce and extramarital 
sex, refl ecting a “double standard.”
 Still, female status in agricultural societies is 
not inevitably bleak. Gender stratifi cation is as-
sociated with plow agriculture rather than with 
intensive cultivation per se. Studies of peasant 
gender roles and stratifi cation in France and Spain 
(Harding 1975; Reiter 1975), which have plow ag-
riculture, show that people think of the house as 
the female sphere and the fi elds as the male do-
main. However, such a dichotomy is not inevitable, 
as my own research among Betsileo agricultural-
ists in Madagascar shows.
 Betsileo women play a prominent role in agri-
culture, contributing a third of the hours invested 
in rice production. They have their customary 
tasks in the division of labor, but their work is 
more seasonal than men’s is. No one has much to 
do during the ceremonial season, between mid-
June and mid-September. Men work in the rice 
fi elds almost daily the rest of the year. Women’s 
cooperative work occurs during transplanting 
(mid-September through November) and har-
vesting (mid-March through early May). Along 

extradomestic
Outside the home; 
public.

Bilateral kinship systems, combined with subsistence economies in which the 

sexes have complementary roles in food production and distribution, have 

reduced gender stratifi cation. Such features are common among Asian rice 

cultivators, such as the Ifugao of the Philippines (shown here).
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lice stations for battered women provide an ex-
ample, as do shelters for victims of domestic 
abuse in the United States and Canada. But patri-
archal institutions do persist in what should be a 
more enlightened world.

GENDER AND INDUSTRIALISM
The domestic–public dichotomy, which is devel-
oped most fully among patrilineal-patrilocal food 
producers and plow agriculturalists, also has af-
fected gender stratifi cation in industrial societies, 
including the United States and Canada. How-
ever, gender roles have been changing rapidly in 
North America. The “traditional” idea that “a 
woman’s place is in the home” developed among 
middle- and upper-class Americans as industrial-
ism spread after 1900. Earlier, pioneer women in 
the Midwest and West had been recognized as 
fully productive workers in farming and home 
industry. Under industrialism, attitudes about 
gendered work came to vary with class and re-
gion. In early industrial Europe, men, women, 
and children had fl ocked to factories as wage la-
borers. Enslaved Americans of both sexes had 
done grueling work in cotton fi elds. After aboli-
tion, southern African American women contin-
ued working as fi eld hands and domestics. Poor 
white women labored in the South’s early cotton 
mills. In the 1890s, more than one million Ameri-
can women held menial, repetitious, and un-
skilled factory positions (Margolis 1984, 2000; 
Martin and Voorhies 1975). Poor, immigrant, and 
African American women continued to work 
throughout the 20th century.
 After 1900, European immigration produced a 
male labor force willing to work for wages lower 
than those of American-born men. Those immi-
grant men moved into factory jobs that previously 
had gone to women. As machine tools and mass 
production further reduced the need for female 
labor, the notion that women were biologically 
unfi t for factory work began to gain ground 
(Martin and Voorhies 1975).
 Maxine Margolis (1984, 2000) has shown how 
gendered work, attitudes, and beliefs have var-
ied in response to American economic needs. For 
example, wartime shortages of men have pro-
moted the idea that work outside the home is 
women’s patriotic duty. During the world wars, 
the notion that women are biologically unfi t for 
hard physical labor faded. Infl ation and the cul-
ture of consumption have also spurred female 
employment. When prices and/or demand rises, 
multiple paychecks help maintain family living 
standards.
 The steady increase in female paid employ-
ment since World War II also refl ects the baby 

Sometimes Betsileo women seek their own kins-
women as wives for their sons, reinforcing their 
own prominence in village life and continuing 
kin-based female solidarity in the village.
 The Betsileo illustrate the idea that intensive 
cultivation does not necessarily entail sharp gen-
der stratifi cation. We can see that gender roles 
and stratifi cation refl ect not just the type of adap-
tive strategy but also specifi c cultural attributes. 
Betsileo women continue to play a signifi cant role 
in their society’s major economic activity, rice 
production.

PATRIARCHY AND VIOLENCE
Patriarchy describes a political system ruled by 
men in which women have inferior social and po-
litical status, including basic human rights. 
Barbara Miller (1997), in a study of systematic ne-
glect of females, describes women in rural north-
ern India as “the endangered sex.” Societies that 
feature a full-fl edged patrilineal-patrilocal com-
plex, replete with warfare and intervillage raid-
ing, also typify patriarchy. Such practices as 
dowry murders, female infanticide, and clitori-
dectomy exemplify patriarchy, which extends 
from tribal societies such as the Yanomami to state 
societies such as India and Pakistan.
 Although more prevalent in certain social set-
tings than in others, family violence and domestic 
abuse of women are worldwide problems. Do-
mestic violence certainly occurs in nuclear family 
settings, such as Canada and the United States. 
Cities, with their impersonality and isolation from 
extended kin networks, are breeding grounds for 
domestic violence.
 We’ve seen that gender stratifi cation is typi-
cally reduced in matrilineal, matrifocal, and bilat-
eral societies in which women have prominent 
roles in the economy and social life. When a 
woman lives in her own village, she has kin 
nearby to look after and protect her interests. 
Even in patrilocal polygynous settings, women 
often count on the support of their cowives and 
sons in disputes with potentially abusive hus-
bands. Such settings, which tend to provide a safe 
haven for women, are retracting rather than ex-
panding in today’s world, however. Isolated fam-
ilies and patrilineal social forms have spread at 
the expense of matrilineality. Many nations have 
declared polygyny illegal. More and more women, 
and men, fi nd themselves cut off from extended 
kin and families of orientation.
 With the spread of the women’s rights move-
ment and the human rights movement, attention 
to domestic violence and abuse of women has in-
creased. Laws have been passed, and mediating 
institutions established. Brazil’s female-run po-

patriarchy
Political system ruled 
by men.
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has been a dramatic change in behavior and atti-
tudes since 1960, when 89 percent of all married 
men worked, compared with just 32 percent of 
married women. The comparable fi gures in 2007 
were 77 percent and 62 percent. Ideas about the 
gender roles of males and females have changed. 
Compare your grandparents and your parents. 
Chances are you have a working mother, but your 
grandmother was more likely a stay-at-home mom. 
Your grandfather is more likely than your father to 
have worked in manufacturing and to have be-
longed to a union. Your father is more likely than 
your grandfather to have shared child care and do-
mestic responsibilities. Age at marriage has been 
delayed for both men and women. College educa-
tions and professional degrees have increased. 
What other changes do you associate with the in-
crease in female employment outside the home?
 Table 9.10 details employment in the United 
States in 2006 by gender, income, and job type for 
year-round full-time workers. Overall, the ratio of 
female to male income rose from 68 percent in 
1989 to 77 percent in 2006.
 Today’s jobs aren’t especially demanding in 
terms of physical labor. With machines to do the 
heavy work, the smaller average body size and 
lesser average strength of women are no longer 
impediments to blue-collar employment. The 
main reason we don’t see more modern-day Ros-
ies working alongside male riveters is that the 
U.S. workforce itself is abandoning heavy-goods 
manufacture. In the 1950s, two-thirds of Ameri-
can jobs were blue-collar, compared with less 
than 15 percent today. The location of those jobs 
has shifted within the world capitalist economy. 
Third World countries with cheaper labor pro-
duce steel, automobiles, and other heavy goods 
less expensively than the United States can, but 
the United States excels at services. The American 

boom and industrial expansion. American culture 
has traditionally defi ned clerical work, teaching, 
and nursing as female occupations. With rapid 
population growth and business expansion after 
World War II, the demand for women to fi ll such 
jobs grew steadily. Employers also found that 
they could increase their profi ts by paying women 
lower wages than they would have to pay return-
ing male war veterans.
 Woman’s role in the home has been stressed 
during periods of high unemployment, although 
when wages fall or infl ation occurs simultane-
ously, female employment may still be accepted. 
Margolis (1984, 2000) contends that changes in 
the economy lead to changes in attitudes toward 
and about women. Economic changes paved the 
way for the contemporary women’s movement, 
which also was spurred by the publication of 
Betty Friedan’s book The Feminine Mystique in 
1963 and the founding of NOW, the National 
Organization for Women, in 1966. The move-
ment in turn promoted expanded work oppor-
tunities for women, including the goal of equal 
pay for equal work. Between 1970 and 2006, the 
female percentage of the American workforce 
rose from 38 to 47 percent. In other words, al-
most half of all Americans who work outside 
the home are women. Over 73 million women 
now have paid jobs, compared with 84 million 
men. Women now fi ll more than half (57 per-
cent) of all professional jobs (Statistical Abstract 
of the United States 2009, p. 412). And it’s not 
mainly single women working, as once was the 
case. Table 9.9 presents fi gures on the ever- 
increasing cash employment of American wives 
and mothers.
 Note in Table 9.9 that the cash employment of 
American married men has been falling while that 
of American married women has been rising. There 

TABLE 9.9 Cash Employment of American Mothers, Wives, and Husbands, 1960–2007*

*Civilian population 16 years of age and older.

†Husband present.

‡Wife present.

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 576, p. 375; Table 579, p. 376. http://www.census.gov/compendia/
statab/2009edition.html.

 PERCENTAGE OF MARRIED WOMEN,
 HUSBAND PRESENT WITH  PERCENTAGE OF ALL PERCENTAGE OF ALL
YEAR CHILDREN UNDER SIX MARRIED WOMEN† MARRIED MEN‡

1960 19 32 89

1970 30 40 86

1980 45 50 81

1990 59 58 79

2007 62 62 77
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mass education system has many inadequacies, 
but it does train millions of people for service- 
and information-oriented jobs, from salesclerks to 
computer operators.

The Feminization of Poverty
Alongside the economic gains of many Ameri-
can women stands an opposite extreme: the fem-
inization of poverty. This refers to the increasing 
representation of women (and their children) 
among America’s poorest people. Women head 
over half of U.S. households with incomes below 
the poverty line. Feminine poverty has been a 
trend in the United States since World War II, but 
it has accelerated recently. In 1959, female-
headed households accounted for just one-fourth 
of the American poor. Since then, that fi gure has 
more than doubled. About half the female poor 
are “in transition.” These are women who are 
confronting a temporary economic crisis caused 
by the departure, disability, or death of a hus-
band. The other half are more permanently de-
pendent on the welfare system or on friends or 
relatives who live nearby. The feminization of 
poverty and its consequences in regard to living 
standards and health are widespread even among 
wage earners. Many American women continue 
to work part-time for low wages and meager 
benefi ts.
 Married couples are much more secure eco-
nomically than single mothers are. The data in 
Table 9.11 demonstrate that the average income 
for married-couple families is more than twice 
that of families maintained by a woman. The av-
erage one-earner family maintained by a woman 
had an annual income of $31,808 in 2006. This was 
less than one-half the mean income ($69,716) of a 
married-couple household.

During the world wars, the notion that women were biologically unfi t for 

hard physical labor faded. World War II’s Rosie the Riveter—a strong, 

 competent woman dressed in overalls and a bandanna—was introduced 

as a symbol of patriotic womanhood. Is there a comparable poster woman 

 today? What does her image say about modern gender roles?

TABLE 9.10 Earnings in the United States by Gender and Job Type 
for Year-Round Full-Time Workers, 2006*

*By occupation of job held longest.

SOURCE: Based on data in Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 627, p. 412. http://www.census.gov/prod/www/statistical_
abstract.html.

  RATIO OF EARNINGS
 MEDIAN ANNUAL SALARY FEMALE/MALE
 WOMEN MEN 2006 1989

Median earnings $32,515 $42,261 77 68

By Job Type

 Management/business/fi nancial $50,278 $65,777 76 61

 Professional 43,005 61,950 69 71

 Sales and offi ce 30,365 41,244 74 54

 Service 21,202 29,452 72 62
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developing countries were addressed at 
the United Nations’ Fourth World Con-
ference on Women held in 1995 in  Beijing. 
In attendance were women’s groups 
from all over the world. Many of these 
were national and international NGOs 
(nongovernmental organizations), which 
work with women at the local level to 
augment productivity and improve ac-
cess to credit.
 It is widely believed that one way to im-
prove the situation of poor women is to encour-
age them to organize. New women’s groups can 
in some cases revive or replace traditional forms 
of social organization that have been disrupted. 
Membership in a group can help women to mo-
bilize resources, to rationalize production, and 
to reduce the risks and costs associated with 
credit. Organization also allows women to de-
velop self-confi dence and to decrease dependence 
on others. Through such organization, poor 
women throughout the world are working to 
 determine their own needs and priorities, and to 
change things so as to improve their social and 
economic situation (Buvinic 1995).

SEXUAL ORIENTATION
Sexual orientation refers to a person’s habitual 
sexual attraction to, and sexual activities with, 
persons of the opposite sex, heterosexuality; the 
same sex, homosexuality; or both sexes, bisexual-
ity. Asexuality, indifference toward or lack of at-
traction to either sex, is also a sexual orientation. 
All four of these forms are found in contempo-
rary North America and throughout the world. 
But each type of desire and experience holds 
different meanings for individuals and groups. 
For example, an asexual disposition may be 

sexual orientation
Sexual attraction to per-
sons of the opposite sex, 
same sex, or either sex.

 The feminization of poverty isn’t just a North 
American trend. The percentage of female-headed 
households has been increasing worldwide. In 
Western Europe, for example, it rose from 24 per-
cent in 1980 to 30 percent in 2000. The fi gure ranges 
from below 20 percent in certain South Asian and 
Southeast Asian countries to almost 50 percent 
in certain African countries and the Caribbean 
(Buvinic 1995).
 Why must so many women be solo household 
heads? Where are the men going, and why are 
they leaving? Among the causes are male migra-
tion, civil strife (men off fi ghting), divorce, aban-
donment, widowhood, unwed adolescent 
parenthood, and, more generally, the idea that 
children are women’s responsibility.
 Globally, households headed by women tend 
to be poorer than are those headed by men. In 
one study, the percentage of single-parent fami-
lies considered poor was 18 percent in Britain, 
20 percent in Italy, 25 percent in Switzerland, 
40 percent in Ireland, 52 percent in Canada, and 
63 percent in the United States. Poverty, of 
course, has health consequences. Studies in 
Brazil, Zambia, and the Philippines show the 
survival rates of children from female-headed 
households to be inferior to those of other chil-
dren (Buvinic 1995).
 In the United States, the feminization of pov-
erty is a concern of the National Organization 
for Women. NOW still exists, alongside many 
newer women’s organizations. The women’s 
movement has become international in scope 
and membership. And its priorities have shifted 
from mainly job-oriented to more broadly social 
issues. These include poverty, homelessness, 
women’s health care, day care, domestic vio-
lence, sexual assault, and reproductive rights 
(Calhoun, Light, and Keller 1997). These issues 
and others that particularly affect women in the 

TABLE 9.11 Median Annual Income of U.S. Households, by Household Type, 2006

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 670, p. 443. http://www.census.gov/prod/www/statistical_abstract.html.

   PERCENTAGE OF MEDIAN
 NUMBER OF  EARNINGS COMPARED
 HOUSEHOLDS MEDIAN ANNUAL WITH MARRIED-COUPLE
 (1,000s) INCOME (DOLLARS) HOUSEHOLDS

All households 116,011 48,201 69

Family households 78,425 59,894 86

 Married-couple households 58,945 69,716 100

 Male earner, no wife 5,063 47,048 67

 Female earner, no husband 14,416 31,808 46

Nonfamily households 37,587 29,083 42

 Single male 17,338 35,614 51

 Single female 20,249 23,876 34

Map 14 shows 
gender-based 
inequalities in cash 
employment and 
secondary education 
among countries of 
the world.

anthropology ATLAS
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Generations of anthropologists have applied 
their fi eld’s comparative, cross-cultural, and bio-
cultural approaches to the study of sex and gen-
der. To some extent at least, gender, sexual 
preferences, and even sexual orientation are cul-
turally constructed. Here I describe a case in 
which popular culture and comments by ordi-
nary Brazilians about beauty and sex led me to 
an analysis of some striking gender differences 
between Brazil and the United States.

For several years, one of Brazil’s top sex sym-

bols was Roberta Close, whom I fi rst saw in a 

furniture commercial. Roberta ended her pitch 

with an admonition to prospective furniture 

buyers to accept no substitute for the adver-

tised product. “Things,” she warned, “are not 

always what they seem.”

 Nor was Roberta. This petite and incredibly 

feminine creature was actually a man. Never-

theless, despite the fact that he—or she 

(speaking as Brazilians do)—is a man posing as 

a woman, Roberta won a secure place in Bra-

zilian mass culture. Her photos decorated mag-

azines. She was a panelist on a TV variety show 

and starred in a stage play in Rio with an actor 

known for his supermacho image. Roberta 

even inspired a well-known, and apparently 

heterosexual, pop singer to make a video hon-

oring her. In it, she pranced around Rio’s 

Ipanema Beach in a bikini, showing off her 

ample hips and buttocks.

 The video depicted the widespread male 

appreciation of Roberta’s beauty. As confi rma-

tion, one heterosexual man told me he had 

recently been on the same plane as Roberta 

and had been struck by her looks. Another man 

said he wanted to have sex with her. These 

comments, it seemed to me, illustrated striking 

cultural contrasts about gender and sexuality. 

In Brazil, a Latin American country noted for its 

machismo, heterosexual men did not feel that 

attraction toward a transvestite blemished 

their masculine identities.

 Roberta Close can be understood in rela-

tion to a gender-identity scale that jumps from 

extreme femininity to extreme masculinity, 

with little in between. Masculinity is stereo-

typed as active and public, femininity as pas-

sive and domestic. The male–female contrast 

in rights and behavior is much stronger in Brazil 

than it is in North America. Brazilians confront 

a more rigidly defi ned masculine role than 

North Americans do.

 The active–passive dichotomy also pro-

vides a stereotypical model for male–male 

sexual relations. One man is supposed to be 

the active, masculine (inserting) partner, 

whereas the other is the passive, effeminate 

one. The latter man is derided as a bicha (intes-

tinal worm), but little stigma attaches to the 

inserter. Indeed, many “active” (and married) 

Brazilian men like to have sex with transvestite 

prostitutes, who are biological males.

 If a Brazilian man is unhappy pursuing ei-

ther active masculinity or passive effeminacy, 

there is one other choice—active femininity. 

For Roberta Close and others like her, the 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Hidden Women, Public Men–Public Women, 
Hidden Men

acceptable in some places but may be perceived 
as a character fl aw in others. Male–male sexual 
activity may be a private affair in Mexico, rather 
than public, socially sanctioned, and encouraged 
as it was among the Etoro (see on pp. 232–233) of 
Papua New Guinea (see also Blackwood and 
Wieringa, eds. 1999; Herdt 1981; Kottak and 
Kozaitis 2008; Lancaster and Di Leonardo, eds. 
1997; Nanda 2000).
 Recently in the United States there has been a 
tendency to see sexual orientation as fi xed and 
biologically based. There is not enough informa-
tion at this time to determine the exact extent to 
which sexual orientation is based on biology. 
What we can say is that all human activities and 
preferences, including erotic expression, are at 
least partially culturally constructed.
 In any society, individuals will differ in the 
nature, range, and intensity of their sexual in-
terests and urges. No one knows for sure why 
such individual sexual differences exist. Part of 

the answer appears to be biological, refl ecting 
genes or hormones. Another part may have to 
do with experiences during growth and devel-
opment. But whatever the reasons for individ-
ual variation, culture always plays a role in 
molding individual sexual urges toward a col-
lective norm. And such sexual norms vary from 
culture to culture.
 What do we know about variation in sexual 
norms from society to society, and over time? A 
classic cross-cultural study (Ford and Beach 
1951) found wide variation in attitudes about 
masturbation, bestiality (sex with animals), and 
homosexuality. Even in a single society, such as 
the United States, attitudes about sex differ over 
time and with socioeconomic status, region, and 
rural versus urban residence. However, even in 
the 1950s, prior to the “age of sexual permissive-
ness” (the pre-HIV period from the mid-1960s 
through the 1970s), research showed that almost 
all American men (92 percent) and more than half 
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women) form a third gender in relation to Brazil’s 
polarized male–female identity scale. Transvestites, 
not uncommon in Brazil, are members of one gen-
der (usually males) who dress as another (female). 
At the time of the case described in “Appreciating 
Anthropology,” a Brazilian man who wished to be 
changed surgically into a woman (transgendered) 
could not obtain the necessary operation in Brazil. 
Some men, including Roberta Close, as described 
in “Appreciating Anthropology,” traveled to 
 Europe for the procedure. Today transgendered 
Brazilians are well known in Europe. In France, 
transvestites regardless of nationality commonly 
are referred to as “Brésiliennes” (the feminine form 
of the French word for Brazilian), so common are 
Brazilians among the transvestites in Europe. In 
Brazil many men do have sexual relations with 
transvestites, with little stigma attached, as de-
scribed in “Appreciating Anthropology.”
 Transvestism is perhaps the most common way 
of forming genders alternative to male and female. 

of American women (54 percent) admitted to 
masturbation. In the famous Kinsey report  (Kinsey, 
Pomeroy, and Martin 1948), 37 percent of the men 
surveyed admitted having had at least one sexual 
experience leading to orgasm with another male. 
In a later study of 1,200 unmarried women, 26 
percent reported same-sex sexual activities. (Be-
cause Kinsey’s research relied on nonrandom 
samples, it should be considered merely illustra-
tive, rather than a statistically accurate represen-
tation, of sexual behavior at the time.)
 Sex acts involving people of the same sex were 
absent, rare, or secret in only 37 percent of 76 soci-
eties for which data were available in the Ford 
and Beach study (1951). In the others, various 
forms of same-sex sexual activity were considered 
normal and acceptable. Sometimes sexual rela-
tions between people of the same sex involved 
transvestism on the part of one of the partners.
 This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” 
describes how transvestites (men dressing as 

 cultural demand of ultramasculinity has 

yielded to a performance of ultrafemininity. 

These men-women form a third gender in rela-

tion to Brazil’s polarized male–female identity 

scale.

 Transvestites like Roberta are particularly 

prominent in Rio de Janeiro’s annual Car-

naval, when an ambience of inversion rules 

the city. In the culturally accurate words 

of the American popular novelist Gregory 

 McDonald, who sets one of his books in Brazil 

at Carnaval time:

Everything goes topsy-turvy . . . Men be-

come women; women become men; 

grown-ups become children; rich peo-

ple pretend they’re poor; poor people, 

rich; sober people become drunkards; 

thieves become generous. Very topsy-

turvy. (McDonald 1984, p. 154)

 Most notable in this costumed inversion 

(DaMatta 1991), men dress as women. Car-

naval reveals and expresses normally hidden 

tensions and confl icts as social life is turned 

upside down. Reality is illuminated through a 

dramatic presentation of its opposite.

 This is the fi nal key to Roberta’s cultural 

meaning. She emerged in a setting in which 

male–female inversion is part of the year’s 

most popular festival. Transvestites are the 

pièces de résistance at Rio’s Carnaval balls, 

where they dress as scantily as the real women 

do. They wear postage-stamp bikinis, some-

times with no tops. Photos of real women and 

transformed ones vie for space in the maga-

zines. It is often impossible to tell the born 

women from the hidden men. Roberta Close is 

a permanent incarnation of Carnaval—a year-

round reminder of the spirit of Carnavals past, 

present, and yet to come.

 Roberta emerged from a Latin culture 

whose gender roles contrast strongly with 

those of the United States. From small village 

to massive city, Brazilian males are public and 

Brazilian females are private creatures. Streets, 

beaches, and bars belong to the men. Although 

bikinis adorn Rio’s beaches on weekends and 

holidays, there are many more men than 

women there on weekdays. The men revel in 

their ostentatiously sexual displays. As they 

sun themselves and play soccer and volleyball, 

they regularly stroke their genitals to keep 

them fi rm. They are living publicly, assertively, 

and sexually in a world of men.

 Brazilian men must work hard at this public 

image, constantly acting out their culture’s 

defi nition of masculine behavior. Public life is a 

play whose strong roles go to men. Roberta 

Close, of course, was a public fi gure. Given that 

Brazilian culture defi nes the public world as 

male, we can perhaps better understand now 

why the nation’s number one sex symbol has 

been a man who excels at performing in public 

as a woman.

Roberta Close, in her prime.
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their sexual expression, Azande males had no dif-
fi culty shifting from sex with older men (as male 
brides), to sex with younger men (as warriors), to 
sex with women (as husbands) (see Murray and 
Roscoe, eds. 1998).
 An extreme example of tension involving male–
female sexual relations in Papua New Guinea is 
provided by the Etoro (Kelly 1976), a group of 400 
people who subsist by hunting and horticulture in 
the Trans-Fly region (Figure 9.3). The Etoro illus-
trate the power of culture in molding human sexu-
ality. The following account, based on ethnographic 
fi eld work by Raymond C. Kelly in the late 1960s, 
applies only to Etoro males and their beliefs. Etoro 
cultural norms prevented the male anthropologist 
who studied them from gathering comparable in-
formation about female attitudes. Note, also, that 
the activities described have been discouraged by 
missionaries. Since there has been no restudy of 
the Etoro specifi cally focusing on these activities, 

Among the Chukchee of Siberia certain men (usu-
ally shamans or religious specialists) copied female 
dress, speech, and hairstyles and took other men as 
husbands and sex partners. Female shamans could 
join a fourth gender, copying men and taking 
wives. Among the Crow Indians, certain ritual du-
ties were reserved for berdaches, men who rejected 
the male role of bison hunter, raider, and warrior 
and formed a third gender (Lowie 1935).
 Transvestism did not characterize male–male 
sex among the Sudanese Azande, who valued the 
warrior role (Evans-Pritchard 1970). Prospective 
warriors—young men aged 12 to 20—left their 
families and shared quarters with adult fi ghting 
men, who paid bridewealth for, and had sex with, 
them. During this apprenticeship, the young men 
did the domestic duties of women. Upon reaching 
warrior status, these young men took their own 
younger male brides. Later, retiring from the war-
rior role, Azande men married women. Flexible in 

Port
Moresby

Wewak

Madang

Lae

Mount
Hagen

Vanimo

Wabag

Goroka

Morehead

Daru

Kerema

Wau

Morobe

Popondetta

Kimbe

Lorengau

N E W

G U I N E A

C e n t r a l
R a n g e

B
i s m

a r c k

R
a n

g
e

O
w

en
Stanley

Range

D'Entrecasteaux
Is.

Trobriand
Is.

New Britain

W hiteman

RangeUmboi
I.

Karkar I.

Long I.

Witu Is.

Huon
Peninsula

P

Manus
I.

 Lake
Murray

Str
ic

kl
a

n
d

R
.

Mt.
Wilhelm

Mt.
Sisa

Mt.
Bosavi

Fly River

Sepik River

Ram
u

River

Purari

R
.

Kikori River

S o l o m o n  S e a

B i s m a r c k  

S e a

Gulf of
Papua

Torres Strait

ETORO
KALULI

SAMBIA

I
N

D
O

N
E

S
I

A

P A P U A
N E W  G U I N E A

200 km

0

0

100 200 mi

100

N

FIGURE 9.3 The Location of the Etoro, Kaluli, and Sambia in Papua New Guinea. 
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 nation of Papua New Guinea, home of the Etoro, Kaluli, and Sambia.
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233Chapter 9  Gender

the extent to which these practices continue today 
is unknown. For this reason, I’ll use the past tense 
in describing them.
 Etoro opinions about sexuality were linked to 
their beliefs about the cycle of birth, physical 
growth, maturity, old age, and death. Etoro men 
believed that semen was necessary to give life 
force to a fetus, which was, they believed, im-
planted in a woman by an ancestral spirit. Sexual 
intercourse during pregnancy nourished the 
growing fetus. The Etoro believed that men had a 
limited lifetime supply of semen. Any sex act 
leading to ejaculation was seen as draining that 
supply, and as sapping a man’s virility and vital-
ity. The birth of children, nurtured by semen, 
symbolized a necessary sacrifi ce that would lead 
to the husband’s eventual death. Heterosexual in-
tercourse, required only for reproduction, was 
discouraged. Women who wanted too much sex 
were viewed as witches, hazardous to their hus-
bands’ health. Etoro culture allowed heterosexual 
intercourse only about 100 days a year. The rest of 
the time it was tabooed. Seasonal birth clustering 
shows the taboo was respected.
 So objectionable was male–female sex that it 
was removed from community life. It could occur 
neither in sleeping quarters nor in the fi elds. Co-
itus could happen only in the woods, where it 
was risky because poisonous snakes, the Etoro 
claimed, were attracted by the sounds and smells 
of male–female sex.
 Although coitus was discouraged, sex acts be-
tween men were viewed as essential. Etoro be-
lieved that boys could not produce semen on their 
own. To grow into men and eventually give life 
force to their children, boys had to acquire semen 
orally from older men. From the age of 10 until 
adulthood, boys were inseminated by older men. 
No taboos were attached to this. Such oral insem-
ination could proceed in the sleeping area or gar-
den. Every three years, a group of boys around 
the age of 20 was formally initiated into manhood. 
They went to a secluded mountain lodge, where 
they were visited and inseminated by several 
older men.

Acing the 
COURSE

 Male–male sex among the Etoro was governed 
by a code of propriety. Although sexual relations 
between older and younger males were consid-
ered culturally essential, those between boys of 
the same age were discouraged. A boy who took 
semen from other youths was believed to be sap-
ping their life force and stunting their growth. A 
boy’s rapid physical development might suggest 
that he was getting semen from other boys. Like a 
sex-hungry wife, he might be shunned as a witch.
 These sexual practices among the Etoro rested 
not on hormones or genes but on cultural beliefs 
and traditions. The Etoro were an extreme exam-
ple of a male–female avoidance pattern that has 
been widespread in Papua New Guinea and in 
patrilineal-patrilocal societies. The Etoro shared a 
cultural pattern, which Gilbert Herdt (1984) calls 
“ritualized homosexuality,” with some 50 other 
tribes in Papua New Guinea, especially in that 
country’s Trans-Fly region. These societies illus-
trate one extreme of a male–female avoidance pat-
tern that is widespread in Papua New Guinea and 
indeed in many patrilineal-patrilocal societies.
 Flexibility in sexual expression seems to be 
an aspect of our primate heritage. Both mastur-
bation and same-sex sexual activity exist among 
chimpanzees and other primates. Male bonobos 
(pygmy chimps) regularly engage in a form of 
mutual masturbation known as “penis fencing.” 
Females get sexual pleasure from rubbing their 
genitals against those of other females (de Waal 
1997). Our primate sexual potential is molded 
by culture, the environment, and reproductive 
necessity. Heterosexual coitus is practiced in 
all human societies—which, after all, must 
reproduce themselves—but alternatives 
are also widespread (Rathus, Nevid, 
and Fichner-Rathus 2010). Like gen-
der roles and attitudes more gener-
ally, the sexual component of 
human personality and identity—
just how we express our “natural” 
sexual urges—is a matter that 
culture and environment direct 
and limit.

1.  Gender roles are the tasks and activities that a cul-
ture assigns to each sex. Gender stereotypes are 
oversimplifi ed ideas about attributes of males 
and females. Gender stratifi cation describes an un-

equal distribution of rewards by gender, refl ect-
ing different positions in a social hierarchy. 
Cross-cultural comparison reveals some recur-
rent patterns involving the division of labor by 

Summary
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gender and gender-based differences in repro-
ductive strategies. Gender roles and gender strat-
ifi cation also vary with environment, economy, 
adaptive strategy, level of social complexity, and 
degree of participation in the world economy.

2.  When gathering is prominent, gender status is 
more equal than it is when hunting or fi shing 
dominates the foraging economy. Gender status 
is more equal when the domestic and public 
spheres aren’t sharply separated. Foragers lack 
two public arenas that contribute to higher male 
status among food producers: warfare and orga-
nized interregional trade.

3.  Gender stratifi cation also is linked to descent and 
residence. Women’s status in matrilineal societies 
tends to be high because descent-group member-
ship, political succession, land allocation, and 
overall social identity come through female links. 
Women in many societies wield power and make 
decisions, or are central to social organization. 
Scarcity of resources promotes intervillage war-
fare, patriliny, and patrilocality. The localization 
of related males is adaptive for military solidarity. 
Men may use their warrior role to symbolize and 
reinforce the social devaluation and oppression of 
women.

4.  With the advent of plow agriculture, women 
were removed from production. The distinction 
between women’s domestic work and men’s 

“productive” labor reinforced the contrast be-
tween men as public and valuable and women 
as homebound and inferior. Patriarchy de-
scribes a political system ruled by men in which 
women have inferior social and political status, 
including basic human rights. Some expres-
sions of patriarchy include female infanticide, 
dowry murders, domestic abuse, and forced 
genital operations.

5.  Americans’ attitudes toward gender vary with 
class and region. When the need for female labor 
declines, the idea that women are unfi t for many 
jobs increases, and vice versa. Factors such as war, 
falling wages, and infl ation help explain female 
cash employment and Americans’ attitudes to-
ward it. Countering the economic gains of many 
American women is the feminization of poverty. 
This has become a global phenomenon, as impov-
erished female-headed households have increased 
worldwide.

6.  There has been a recent tendency to see sexual 
orientation as fi xed and biologically based. But to 
some extent, at least, all human activities and 
preferences, including erotic expression, are in-
fl uenced by culture. Sexual orientation stands for 
a person’s habitual sexual attraction to, and ac-
tivities with, persons of the opposite sex, hetero-
sexuality; the same sex, homosexuality; or both 
sexes, bisexuality. Sexual norms vary widely from 
culture to culture.

Test 
Yourself!

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. “The biological nature of men and women 
[should be seen] not as a narrow enclosure lim-
iting the human organism, but rather as a broad 
base upon which a variety of structures can be 
built.” 
a. This statement refl ects an idea that is a 

 cultural generality, but not a cultural 
universal.

b. This passage refl ects the predominant an-
thropological position on sex-gender roles 
and biology.

c. The basic assumptions in this passage are 
threatened by new medical technologies.

d. This passage is culturally ethnocentric.
e. This statement refl ects ideas on gender and 

sex that ignore over 50 years of ethno-
graphic evidence.

 2. Traditionally among the Hidatsa, women made 
boats. Pawnee women worked wood. Among 
the Mbuti “pygmies,” women hunt. Cases such 
as these suggest that
a. swing activities usually are done by women.
b. biology has nothing to do with gender 

roles.
c. anthropologists are overly optimistic about 

fi nding a society with perfect gender 
equality.
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d. patterns of division of labor by gender are 
culturally general—not universal.

e. exceptions to cross-cultural generalization 
are actually the rule.

 3. Among foragers
a. men excel in the harsh life and therefore 

accrue vastly more prestige than women.
b. warfare makes men dominant over 

women.
c. the status of women falls when they pro-

vide most of the food.
d. the lack of a clear public-domestic dichot-

omy is related to relatively mild gender 
inequality.

e. men and women are completely equal; 
there is no gender inequality.

 4. Which of the following statements about the 
domestic-public dichotomy is true?
a. It is stronger among foragers than among 

peasants.
b. It is not signifi cant in urban industrial 

societies.
c. It is stronger among peasants than among 

foragers.
d. It is reinforced in American society by 

women working both inside and outside 
the home.

e. It is not present in the modern industrial 
states of the Western world.

 5. Which of the following is not part of the 
 patrilineal-patrilocal complex?
a. patrilineality
b. patrilocality
c. warfare
d. male supremacy
e. reduced gender stratifi cation

 6. In what kind of society do anthropologists most 
typically fi nd forced female genital operations, 
intervillage raiding, female infanticide, and 
dowry?
a. patrilineal-patrilocal
b. matrilineal-patrilocal
c. matrilineal-matrilocal
d. patrilineal-matrilocal
e. patrilineal-neolocal

 7. The “traditional” idea that “a woman’s place is 
in the home”
a. developed among middle- and upper-class 

Americans as industrialism spread after 
1900.

b. is actually a cultural universal.
c. accurately refl ects the worldwide sexual 

division of labor.
d. is based in the preindustrial era and began 

to disappear as women moved into the 
factories in the 1900s.

e. was part of the Pledge of Allegiance until it 
was challenged in the early 1800s.

 8. In comparing gender roles in different societies, 
which of the following is true?
a. Equality between the genders is common 

among horticulturalists.
b. There are many societies in which women 

control all the strategic resources and carry 
out the most prestigious activities.

c. The more women contribute to the domes-
tic sphere, the more publicly recognized 
power they achieve.

d. The less women contribute to the public 
sphere, the more publicly recognized 
power they achieve.

e. Patriarchies are strongest in societies in 
which men control signifi cant goods that 
are exchanged with people outside the 
family.

 9. What have recent cross-cultural studies of gen-
der roles demonstrated?
a. The gender roles of men and women are 

largely determined by their biological 
capabilities—such as relative strength, 
endurance, and intelligence.

b. Women are subservient in nearly all societ-
ies because their subsistence activities con-
tribute much less to the total diet than do 
those of men.

c. Foraging, horticultural, pastoral, and in-
dustrial societies all have similar attitudes 
toward gender roles.

d. The relative status of women is variable, 
depending on factors such as subsistence 
strategy, the importance of warfare, and 
the prevalence of a domestic-public 
dichotomy.

e. Changes in the gender roles of men and 
women usually are associated with social 
decay and anarchy.

10. All of the following are key ideas to take away 
from this chapter’s discussion of sexual orienta-
tion except:
a. Different types of sexual desires and expe-

riences hold different meanings for indi-
viduals and groups.

b. In a society, individuals will differ in the 
nature, range, and intensity of sexual inter-
ests and urges.

c. Culture always plays a role in molding in-
dividual sexual urges toward a collective 
norm and these norms vary from culture to 
culture.

d. Asexuality, indifference toward, or lack of 
attraction to either sex, is also a sexual 
orientation.

e. There is conclusive scientifi c evidence 
that sexual orientation is genetically 
determined.
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Multiple Choice: 1. (B); 2. (D); 3. (D); 4. (C); 5. (E); 6. (A); 7. (A); 8. (E); 9. (D); 10. (E); Fill in the Blank: 1. gender; 2. Gender roles;
 3. matrilineal, patrilineal; 4. Gender stratifi cation; 5. increases

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. Sex differences are biological, while  refers to the cultural construction of whether one is female, 
male, or something else.

2.  refer to the tasks and activities that a culture assigns to the sexes.

3. In general, the status of women is higher in societies with  descent than in those with  
descent.

4.  refers to an unequal distribution of socially valued resources, power, prestige, and personal 
freedom between men and women.

5. Americans’ attitudes towards gender vary with class and region. When the need for female labor 
declines, the idea that women are unfi t for many jobs , and vice versa.

CRITICAL THINKING

1. How are sexuality, sex, and gender related to each other? What are the differences between these three 
concepts? Provide an argument about why anthropologists are uniquely positioned to study the relation-
ship between sexuality, sex, and gender in society.

2. Using your own society, give an example of a gender role, a gender stereotype, and gender 
stratifi cation.

3. Patricia Draper’s research among the Ju/‘hoansi is especially useful in showing the relationships be-
tween economics, gender roles, and stratifi cation because she studied both foragers and a group of for-
mer foragers who had become sedentary. What did she fi nd? How does this case illustrate the historical 
interplay between local, national, and international forces?

4. What is the feminization of poverty? Where is this trend occurring, and what are some of its causes? 

5. This chapter describes Raymond Kelly’s research among the Etoro of Papua New Guinea during the 
1960s. What were his fi ndings regarding Etoro male-female sexual relations? How did Kelly’s own gen-
der affect some of the content and extent of his study? Can you think of other research projects where the 
ethnographer’s gender would have an impact? 
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This polygynous family (a 

man with multiple wives) in 

Mali, West Africa, displays 

their normal weekly diet on 

the roof of their mud-brick 

home. Ethnographers have 

studied many family types 

besides the nuclear family–

the traditional American 

ideal. 

Why and how do 

anthropologists 

study kinship?

How do families 

and descent groups 

differ, and what 

are their social 

correlates?

How is kinship 

calculated, and 

how are relatives 

classifi ed, in various 

societies?
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childless aunt. His mother and her sister lived 

far away and died in his childhood (as did his 

father), and so he didn’t really know them. But 

he was very close to his father’s sister, for 

whom he used the term for mother. Indeed, 

he had to call her that because the Betsileo 

have only one kin term, reny, for mother, 

mother’s sister, and father’s sister. (They also 

use a single term, ray, for father and all un-

cles.) The difference between “real” (biologi-

cally based) and socially constructed kinship 

didn’t matter to Rabe.

 Contrast the Betsileo case with Americans’ 

attitudes about kinship and adoption. On 

 family-oriented radio talk shows, I’ve heard 

hosts distinguish between “birth mothers” and 

adoptive mothers, and between “sperm 

daddies” and “daddies of the heart.” The latter 

may be adoptive fathers, or stepfathers who 

have “been like fathers” to someone. American 

culture tends to promote the idea that kinship 

is, and should be, biological. It’s increasingly 

common for adopted children to seek out their 

birth parents (which used to be discouraged as 

disruptive), even after a perfectly satisfactory 

upbringing in an adoptive family. The American 

emphasis on biology for kinship is seen also in 

the recent proliferation of DNA testing. Viewing 

our beliefs through the lens of cross-cultural 

comparison helps us appreciate that kinship 

and biology don’t always converge, nor do 

they need to.

A lthough it still is something of an 

ideal in our culture, the nuclear 

family (mother, father, and biologi-

cal children) now accounts for 

fewer than one-fourth of all American house-

holds. Such phrases as “love and marriage,” 

“marriage and the family,” and “mom and pop” 

no longer apply to a majority of American 

households. What kind of family raised you? 

Perhaps it was a nuclear family. Or maybe you 

were raised by a single parent, with or without 

the help of extended kin. Perhaps your ex-

tended kin acted as your parents. Or maybe you 

had a stepparent and/or step- or half-siblings in 

a blended family. Maybe your family matches 

none of these descriptions, or fi ts different 

descriptions at different times.

 Although contemporary American families 

may seem amazingly diverse, other cultures 

offer family alternatives that Americans might 

have trouble understanding. Imagine a society 

in which someone doesn’t know for sure, and 

doesn’t care much about, who his actual 

mother was. Consider Joseph Rabe, a Betsileo 

man who was my fi eld assistant in Madagas-

car. Rabe, who had been raised by his aunt—

his father’s sister—told me about two sisters, 

one of whom was his mother and the other 

his mother’s sister. He knew their names, but 

he didn’t know which was which. Illustrating 

an adoptive pattern common among the 

Betsileo, Rabe was given as a toddler to his 

FAMILIES
The kinds of societies anthropologists have 
studied traditionally, including many ex-
amples considered in this chapter, have 
stimulated a strong interest in families, 
along with larger systems of kinship, de-

scent, and marriage. Cross-culturally, the 
social construction of kinship illustrates 
considerable diversity. Understanding kin-
ship systems has become an essential part 
of anthropology because of the importance 
of those systems to the people we study. 
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few societies, such as the classic Nayar case de-
scribed below, nuclear families are rare or non-
existent. In others, the nuclear family plays no 
special role in social life. The nuclear family is 
not always the basis of residence or authority or-
ganization. Other social units—most notably de-
scent groups and extended families—can assume 
many of the functions otherwise associated with 
the nuclear family.
 Consider an example from the former  Yugoslavia. 
Traditionally, among the Muslims of western Bos-
nia (Lockwood 1975), nuclear families lacked au-
tonomy. Several such families were embedded in 
an extended family household called a zadruga. 
The zadruga was headed by a male household 
head and his wife, the senior woman. It also in-
cluded married sons and their wives and children, 
and unmarried sons and daughters. Each nuclear 
family had a sleeping room, decorated and partly 
furnished from the bride’s trousseau. However, 
possessions—even clothing items—were freely 
shared by zadruga members. Even trousseau items 
were appropriated for use elsewhere. Such a resi-
dential unit is known as a patrilocal extended fam-
ily, because each couple resides in the husband’s 
father’s household after marriage.
 The zadruga took precedence over its compo-
nent units. Social interaction was more usual 
among women, men, or children than between 
spouses or between parents and children. Larger 

We are ready to take a closer look at the systems 
of kinship and descent that have organized hu-
man life during much of our history.
 Ethnographers quickly recognize social 
divisions—groups—within any society they study. 
During fi eld work, they learn about signifi cant 
groups by observing their activities and composi-
tion. People often live in the same village or 
neighborhood or work, pray, or celebrate together 
because they are related in some way. To under-
stand the social structure, an ethnographer must 
investigate such kin ties. For example, the most 
signifi cant local groups may consist of descen-
dants of the same grandfather. These people may 
live in neighboring houses, farm adjoining fi elds, 
and help each other in everyday tasks. Other sorts 
of groups, based on different or more distant kin 
links, get together less often.
 The nuclear family is one kind of kin group 
that is widespread in human societies. The nu-
clear family consists of parents and children, nor-
mally living together in the same household. 
Other kin groups include extended families (fam-
ilies consisting of three or more generations) and 
descent groups—lineages and clans. Such groups 
are not usually residentially based as the nuclear 
family is. Extended family members get together 
from time to time, but they don’t necessarily live 
together. Branches of a given descent group may 
reside in several villages and rarely assemble for 
common activity. Descent groups, which are 
composed of people claiming common ancestry, 
are basic units in the social organization of nonin-
dustrial food producers.

Nuclear and Extended Families
A nuclear family lasts only as long as the parents 
and children remain together. Most people belong 
to at least two nuclear families at different times 
in their lives. They are born into a family consist-
ing of their parents and siblings. When they reach 
adulthood, they may marry and establish a nu-
clear family that includes the spouse and eventu-
ally the children. Since most societies permit 
divorce, some people establish more than one 
family through marriage.
 Anthropologists distinguish between the fam-
ily of orientation (the family in which one is born 
and grows up) and the family of procreation 
(formed when one marries and has children). 
From the individual’s point of view, the critical 
relationships are with parents and siblings in the 
family of orientation and with spouse and chil-
dren in the family of procreation.
 In most societies, relations with nuclear fam-
ily members (parents, siblings, and children) 
take precedence over relations with other kin. 
Nuclear family organization is very widespread 
but not universal, and its signifi cance in society 
differs greatly from one place to another. In a 

descent group
Group based on belief 
in shared ancestry.

family of orientation
Nuclear family in which 
one is born and grows up.

family of procreation
Nuclear family estab-
lished when one marries 
and has children.

Siblings play a 

prominent role in 

child rearing in 

many societies. Here, 

in China’s Yunnan 

province, two sisters 

give their younger 

brother a drink of 

water from a folded 

leaf. Do your siblings 

belong to your fam-

ily of orientation 

or your family of 

procreation?
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children under seven went with the mother. 
Older children could choose between their par-
ents. Children were considered part of the house-
hold where they were born even if their mother 
left. One widow who remarried had to leave her 
fi ve children, all over seven, in their father’s 
zadruga, headed by his brother.
 Another example of an alternative to the nu-
clear family is provided by the Nayars (or Nair), 
a large and powerful caste on the Malabar Coast 
of southern India (Figure 10.1). Their traditional 
kinship system was matrilineal (descent traced 
only through females). Nayar lived in matrilineal 
extended family compounds called tarawads. The 
tarawad was a residential complex with several 
buildings, its own temple, granary, water well, 
orchards, gardens, and land holdings. Headed by 
a senior woman, assisted by her brother, the 
tarawad housed her siblings, sisters’ children, and 
other matrikin—matrilineal relatives (Gough 
1959; Shivaram 1996).

living anthropology VIDEOS

Tradition Meets Law: Families of China, 
www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip exposes the confl ict between traditional 
family structures and beliefs in China and the 
governmental policy allowing only one child per family. 
The Chinese view that boys are more valuable than 
girls has led to a widespread pattern of aborting 
females or abandoning them as infants. This has 
produced a sharp imbalance in the number of males 
and females. How large is the imbalance in Hunan 
province? Why are boys so valuable? What happens to 
people who choose to have more than one child? Do 
you think Chinese women will become more valued 
as the new generation reaches marriageable age?

10°N

75°E

INDIAN  OCEAN

Arabian
Sea TAMIL

NADU
KERALA

KARNATAKA

I N D I A

Cannanore

Kozhikode

Malappuram

Palghat

Trichur

Ernakulam

Kottayam

Alleppey

Idukki
Painayu

Quilon

Trivandrum

100 km

0

0

50 100 mi

50

FIGURE 10.1 Location of the 
Nayars in India’s Kerala province.

This just-married Khasi couple poses (in 1997) in 

India’s northeastern city of Shillong. The Khasis are 

matrilineal, tracing descent through women and 

taking their maternal ancestors’ surnames. Women 

choose their husbands, family incomes are pooled, 

and extended family households are managed by 

older women.

households ate at three successive settings: for 
men, women, and children. Traditionally, all 
children over 12 slept together in boys’ or girls’ 
rooms. When a woman wished to visit another 
village, she sought the permission of the male 
zadruga head. Although men usually felt closer 
to their own children than to those of their broth-
ers, they were obliged to treat them equally. 
Children were disciplined by any adult in the 
household. When a nuclear family broke up, 
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explained as an adaptation to poverty (Stack 
1975). Unable to survive economically as nuclear 
family units, relatives band together in an ex-
panded household and pool their resources. Ad-
aptation to poverty causes kinship values and 
attitudes to diverge from middle-class norms. 
Thus, when North Americans raised in poverty 
achieve fi nancial success, they often feel obligated 

 Traditional Nayar marriage seems to have 
been hardly more than a formality—a kind of 
coming-of-age ritual. A young woman would go 
through a marriage ceremony with a man, after 
which they might spend a few days together at 
her tarawad. Then the man would return to his 
own tarawad, where he lived with his sisters, 
aunts, and other matrikin. Nayar men belonged 
to a warrior class, who left home regularly for 
military expeditions, returning permanently to 
their tarawad on retirement. Nayar women could 
have multiple sexual partners. Children became 
members of the mother’s tarawad; they were not 
considered to be relatives of their biological fa-
ther. Indeed, many Nayar children didn’t even 
know who their genitor was. Child care was the 
responsibility of the tarawad. Nayar society there-
fore reproduced itself biologically without the 
nuclear family.

Industrialism and 
Family Organization
For many Americans and Canadians, the nuclear 
family is the only well-defi ned kin group. Family 
isolation arises from geographic mobility, which is 
associated with industrialism, so that a nuclear 
family focus is characteristic of many modern na-
tions. Born into a family of orientation, North 
Americans leave home for work or college, and 
the break with parents is under way. Eventually 
most North Americans marry and start a family of 
procreation. Because less than 3 percent of the U.S. 
population now farms, most people aren’t tied to 
the land. Selling our labor on the market, we often 
move to places where jobs are available.
 Many married couples live hundreds of miles 
from their parents. Their jobs have determined 
where they live. Such a postmarital residence pat-
tern is called neolocality: Married couples are ex-
pected to establish a new place of residence—a 
“home of their own.” Among middle-class North 
Americans, neolocal residence is both a cultural 
preference and a statistical norm. Most middle-
class Americans eventually establish households 
and nuclear families of their own.
 Within stratifi ed nations, value systems vary 
to some extent from class to class, and so does 
kinship. There are signifi cant differences between 
middle-class and poorer North Americans. For 
example, in the lower class the incidence of ex-
panded family households (those that include non-
nuclear relatives) is greater than it is in the middle 
class. When an expanded family household in-
cludes three or more generations, it is an ex-
tended family household, such as the zadruga. 
Another type of expanded family is the collateral 
household, which includes siblings and their 
spouses and children.
 The higher proportion of expanded family 
households among poorer Americans has been 

neolocality
Couple establishes new 
residence.

extended family 
household
Household with three or 
more generations.

Unable to survive economically as nuclear family units, relatives may band 

together in an expanded family household and pool their resources. This 

photo, taken in 2002 in Munich, Germany, shows German Roma, or Gypsies. 

Together with her children and grandchildren, this grandmother resides in an 

expanded family household.

In contemporary North America, single-parent families are increasing at a 

rapid rate. In 1960, 88 percent of American children lived with both parents, 

compared with 68 percent today. Shown here, a single mom helps her young 

son brush his teeth. What do you see as the main differences between nuclear 

families and single-parent families?
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Furthermore, job demands compete with roman-
tic attachments. The median age at fi rst marriage 
for American women rose from 21 years in 1970 to 
26 in 2008. For men the comparable ages were 23 
and 27 (U.S. Census Bureau 2009).
 Also, the U.S. divorce rate has risen, making 
divorced Americans much more common today 
than they were in 1970. Between 1970 and 2007 
the number of divorced Americans quintupled—
some 23 million in 2007 versus 4.3 million in 1970. 
(Note, however, that each divorce creates two 
divorced people.) Table 10.2 shows the ratio of di-
vorces to marriages in the United States for se-
lected years between 1950 and 2006. The major 
jump in the American divorce rate took place be-
tween 1960 and 1980. During that period the ratio 
of divorces to marriage doubled. Since 1980 the 
ratio has stayed the same, slightly below 50 per-
cent. That is, each year there are about half as 
many new divorces as there are new marriages.

to provide fi nancial help to a wide circle of less 
fortunate relatives. This chapter’s “Appreciating 
Diversity” shows how poor Brazilians use kin-
ship, marriage, and fi ctive kinship as a form of 
social security.

Changes in North 
American Kinship
Although the nuclear family remains a cultural 
ideal for many Americans, Table 10.1 and Figure 
10.2 show that nuclear families accounted for only 
about 23 percent of American households in 2007. 
Other domestic arrangements now outnumber the 
“traditional” American household more than four 
to one. There are several reasons for this changing 
household composition. Women increasingly are 
joining men in the cash workforce. This often re-
moves them from their family of orientation while 
making it economically feasible to delay marriage. 

In all societies people care for others. Sometimes, 
as in our own state-organized society, social se-
curity is a function of government as well as of 
the individual and the family. In other societies, 
such as Arembepe, as described here, social se-
curity is part of systems of kinship, marriage, 
and fi ctive kinship.

My book Assault on Paradise, 4th edition (Kot-

tak 2006), describes social relations in Arem-

bepe, the Brazilian fi shing community I’ve 

studied since the 1960s. When I fi rst studied 

Arembepe, I was struck by how similar its so-

cial relations were to those in the egalitarian, 

kin-based societies anthropologists have stud-

ied traditionally. The twin assertions “We’re all 

equal here” and “We’re all relatives here” were 

offered repeatedly as Arembepeiros’ summa-

ries of the nature and basis of local life. Like 

members of a clan (who claim to share com-

mon ancestry, but who can’t say exactly how 

they are related), most villagers couldn’t trace 

precise genealogical links to their distant kin. 

“What difference does it make, as long as we 

know we’re relatives?”

 As in most nonindustrial societies, close per-

sonal relations were either based or modeled 

on kinship. A degree of community solidarity 

was promoted, for example, by the myth that 

everyone was kin. However, social solidarity 

was actually much less developed in Arembepe 

than in societies with clans and lineages—which 

use genealogy to include some people, and ex-

clude others from membership, in a given de-

scent group. Intense social solidarity demands 

that some people be excluded. By asserting 

they all were related—that is, by excluding no 

one—Arembepeiros were actually weakening 

kinship’s potential strength in creating and 

maintaining group solidarity.

 Rights and obligations always are associ-

ated with kinship and marriage. In Arembepe, 

the closer the kin connection and the more for-

mal the marital tie, the greater the rights and 

obligations. Couples could be married formally 

or informally. The most common union was a 

stable common-law marriage. Less common, 

but with more prestige, was legal (civil) mar-

riage, performed by a justice of the peace and 

conferring inheritance rights. The union with 

the most prestige combined legal validity with 

a church ceremony.

 The rights and obligations associated with 

kinship and marriage constituted the local 

social security system, but people had to 

weigh the benefi ts of the system against its 

costs. The most obvious cost was this: Villag-

ers had to share in proportion to their suc-

cess. As ambitious men climbed the local 

ladder of success, they got more dependents. 

To maintain their standing in public opinion, 

and to guarantee that they could depend on 

others in old age, they had to share. However, 

sharing was a powerful leveling mechanism. 

It drained surplus wealth and restricted up-

ward mobility.

 How, specifi cally, did this leveling work? As 

is often true in stratifi ed nations, Brazilian na-

tional cultural norms are set by the upper 

classes. Middle- and upper-class Brazilians 

usually marry legally and in church. Even Arem-

bepeiros knew this was the only “proper” way 

D I V E R S I T Y
Social Security, Kinship Style

appreciating
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(Roberts et al. 2007). To be sure, contemporary 
Americans maintain social lives through work, 
friendship, sports, clubs, religion, and organized 
social activities. However, the growing isolation 
from kin that these fi gures suggest may well be 
unprecedented in human history.
 Table 10.3 documents similar changes in fam-
ily and household size in the United States and 
Canada between 1980 and 2007. Those fi gures 
confi rm a general trend toward smaller families 
and living units in North America. This trend is 
also detectable in Western Europe and other in-
dustrial nations.
 The entire range of kin attachments is narrower 
for North Americans, particularly those in the 
middle class, than it is for nonindustrial peoples. 
Although we recognize ties to grandparents, un-
cles, aunts, and cousins, we have less contact 
with, and depend less on, those relatives than 
people in other cultures do. We see this when we 

 The rate of growth in single-parent families 
also has outstripped population growth, quintu-
pling from fewer than 4 million in 1970 to 19 mil-
lion in 2007. (The overall American population in 
2007 was 1.5 times its size in 1970.) The percent-
age (23 percent) of children living in fatherless 
(mother-headed, no resident dad) households in 
2007 was more than twice the 1970 rate, while the 
percentage (3 percent) in motherless (father-
headed, no resident mom) homes increased four-
fold. About 56 percent of American women and 
60 percent of American men were currently mar-
ried in 2006, versus 60 and 65 percent, respec-
tively, in 1970 (Fields 2004; Fields and Casper 
2001; Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009). 
Recent census data also reveal that more Ameri-
can women are now living without a husband 
than with one. In 2005, 51 percent of women said 
they were living without a spouse, compared 
with 35 percent in 1950 and 49 percent in 2000 

to marry. The most successful and ambitious 

local men copied the behavior of elite Brazil-

ians. By doing so, they hoped to acquire some 

of their prestige.

 However, legal marriage drained individual 

wealth, for example, by creating a responsibil-

ity to help one’s in-laws fi nancially. Such obliga-

tions could be regular and costly. Obligations to 

kids also increased with income, because suc-

cessful people tended to have more living chil-

dren. Children were valued as companions and 

as an eventual economic benefi t to their par-

ents. Boys especially were prized because their 

economic prospects were so much brighter 

than those of girls.

 Children’s chances of survival surged dra-

matically in wealthier households with better 

diets. The normal household diet included 

fi sh—usually in a stew with tomatoes, onions, 

palm oil, vinegar, and lemon. Dried beef re-

placed fi sh once a week. Roasted manioc fl our 

was the main source of calories and was eaten 

at all meals. Other daily staples included cof-

fee, sugar, and salt. Fruits and vegetables were 

eaten in season. Diet was one of the main con-

trasts between households. The poorest peo-

ple didn’t eat fi sh regularly; often they subsisted 

on manioc fl our, coffee, and sugar. Better-off 

households supplemented the staples with 

milk, butter, eggs, rice, beans, and more ample 

portions of fresh fi sh, fruits, and vegetables.

 Adequate incomes bought improved diets 

and provided the means and confi dence to 

seek out better medical attention than was lo-

cally available. Most of the children born in the 

wealthier households survived. But this meant 

more mouths to feed, and (since the heads of 

such households usually wanted a better edu-

cation for their children) it meant increased 

expenditures on schooling. The correlation be-

tween economic success and large families 

was a siphoner of wealth that restricted indi-

vidual economic advance. Tomé, a fi shing en-

trepreneur, envisioned a life of constant hard 

work if he was to feed, clothe, and educate his 

growing family. Tomé and his wife had never 

lost a child. But he recognized that his growing 

family would, in the short run, be a drain on his 

resources. “But in the end, I’ll have successful 

sons to help their mother and me, if we need it, 

in our old age.”

 Arembepeiros knew who could afford to 

share with others; success can’t be concealed in 

a small community. Villagers based their expec-

tations of others on this knowledge. Successful 

people had to share with more kin and in-laws, 

and with more distant kin, than did poorer peo-

ple. Successful captains and boat owners were 

expected to buy beer for ordinary fi shermen; 

store owners had to sell on credit. As in bands 

and tribes, any well-off person was expected to 

exhibit a corresponding generosity. With increas-

ing wealth, people were also asked more fre-

quently to enter ritual kin relationships. Through 

baptism—which took place twice a year when a 

priest visited, or which could be done outside—

a child acquired two godparents. These people 

became the coparents (compadres) of the ba-

by’s parents. The fact that ritual kinship obliga-

tions increased with wealth was another factor 

limiting individual economic advance.

 We see that kinship, marriage, and ritual kin-

ship in Arembepe had costs and benefi ts. The 

costs were limits on the economic advance of 

individuals. The primary benefi t was social 

security—guaranteed help from kin, in-laws, 

and ritual kin in times of need. Benefi ts, how-

ever, came only after costs had been paid—

that is, only to those who had lived “proper” 

lives, not deviating too noticeably from local 

norms, especially those about sharing.
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FIGURE 10.2 Households by Type: Selected Years, 
1970 to 2007 (Percent Distribution).

SOURCES: J. M. Fields, “America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2003,” Current Population 
Reports, P20-553, November 2004, http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-553.pdf, p. 4; 
Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 58, p. 52, and Table 60, p. 53, http://www 
.census.gov/compendia/statab/2009edition.html.

answer a few questions: Do we know exactly how 
we are related to all our cousins? How much do 
we know about our ancestors, such as their full 
names and where they lived? How many of the 
people with whom we associate regularly are our 
relatives?
 Differences in the answers to these questions by 
people from industrial and those from nonindus-
trial societies confi rm the declining importance of 
kinship in contemporary nations. Immigrants are 
often shocked by what they perceive as weak kin-
ship bonds and lack of proper respect for family in 
contemporary North America. In fact, most of the 
people whom middle-class North Americans see 
every day are either nonrelatives or members of 
the nuclear family. On the other hand, Stack’s 
(1975) study of welfare-dependent families in a 
ghetto area of a midwestern city showed that shar-
ing with nonnuclear relatives is an important strat-
egy that the urban poor use to adapt to poverty.
 One of the most striking contrasts between the 
United States and Brazil, the two most populous 
nations of the Western Hemisphere, is in the 
meaning and role of the family. Contemporary 
North American adults usually defi ne their fami-
lies as consisting of their husbands or wives and 
their children. However, when middle-class 
Brazilians talk about their families, they mean 
their parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, grandpar-
ents, and cousins. Later they add their children, 
but rarely the husband or wife, who has his or her 
own family. The children are shared by the two 
families. Because middle-class Americans lack an 
extended family support system, marriage  assumes 

SOURCES: From U.S. Census data in J. M. Fields, “America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2003,” Current Population Reports, P20-553, 
November 2004, http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-553.pdf, p. 4; J. M. Fields and L. M. Casper, “America’s Families and Living 
Arrangements: Population Characteristics, 2000,” Current Population Reports, P20-537, June 2001, http://www.census.gov/prod/
2001pubs/p20-537.pdf; U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Tables 58, 60, 63, http://www.census.gov/
compendia/statab/2009edition.html.

TABLE 10.1 Changes in Family and Household Organization 
in the United States, 1970 versus 2007

 1970 2007

Numbers:
 Total number of households 63 million 116 million

 Number of people per household 3.1 2.6

Percentages:
 Married couples living with children 40% 23%

 Family households 81% 68%

 Households with fi ve or more people 21% 10%

 People living alone 17% 27%

 Percentage of single-mother families 5% 12%

 Percentage of single-father families 0% 4%

 Households with own children under 18 45% 32%
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 Unlike middle-class couples in industrial na-
tions, foragers don’t usually reside neolocally. In-
stead, they join a band in which either the husband 
or the wife has relatives. However, couples and 
families may move from one band to another sev-
eral times. Although nuclear families are ulti-
mately as impermanent among foragers as they 
are in any other society, they are usually more 
stable than bands are.
 Many foraging societies lacked year-round band 
organization. The Native American Shoshoni of 
the Great Basin in Utah and Nevada (Figure 10.3) 

more importance. The husband–wife relationship 
is supposed to take precedence over either spouse’s 
relationship with his or her own parents. This 
places a signifi cant strain on North American 
marriages.
 Living in a less mobile society, Brazilians stay 
in closer contact with their relatives, including 
members of the extended family, than North 
Americans do. Residents of Rio de Janeiro and 
São Paulo, two of South America’s largest cities, 
are reluctant to leave those urban centers to live 
away from family and friends. Brazilians fi nd it 
hard to imagine, and unpleasant to live in, social 
worlds without relatives. Contrast this with a 
characteristic American theme: learning to live 
with strangers.

The Family among Foragers
Populations with foraging economies are far re-
moved from industrial societies in terms of social 
complexity, but they do feature geographic mo-
bility, which is associated with nomadic or semi-
nomadic hunting and gathering. Here again the 
nuclear family is often the most signifi cant kin 
group, although in no foraging society is the nu-
clear family the only group based on kinship. The 
two basic social units of traditional foraging soci-
eties are the nuclear family and the band.

TABLE 10.2 Ratio of Divorces to Marriages per 1,000 U.S. Population, 
Selected Years, 1950–2006

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 77, p. 63, http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2009edition.html.
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FIGURE 10.3 Location of the Shoshoni.

SOURCES: J. M. Fields, “America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 
2003,” Current Population Reports, P20-553, November 2004, 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-553.pdf, pp. 3–4; 
U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 
2009, Table 58, p. 52; Statistics Canada, 2006 Census, http://
www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/data/topics/, http://www40
.statcan.ca/101/cst01/famil532.

TABLE 10.3 Household and Family Size 
in the United States and Canada, 1980 
versus 2007

 1980 2007

Average family size:
 United States 3.3 3.1

 Canada 3.4 3.0

Average household size:
 United States 2.9 2.6

 Canada 2.9 2.6
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while excluding others. With a rule of matrilineal 
descent, people join the mother’s group auto-
matically at birth and stay members throughout 
life. With patrilineal descent, people automati-
cally have lifetime membership in the father’s 
group. (In Figures 10.4 and 10.5, which show 
matrilineal and patrilineal descent groups, re-
spectively, the triangles stand for males and the 
circles for females.) Matrilineal and patrilineal 
descent are types of unilineal descent. This 
means the descent rule uses one line only, either 
the male or the female line.
 Descent groups may be lineages or clans. 
Common to both is the belief that members de-
scend from the same apical ancestor. That person 
stands at the apex, or top, of the common geneal-
ogy. For example, Adam and Eve, according to 
the Bible, are the apical ancestors of all humanity. 
Since Eve is said to have come from Adam’s rib, 
Adam stands as the original apical ancestor for 
the patrilineal genealogies laid out in the Bible.
 How do lineages and clans differ? A lineage 
uses demonstrated descent. Members can recite the 
names of their forebears in each generation from 
the apical ancestor through the present. (This 
doesn’t mean their recitations are accurate, only 
that lineage members think they are.) In the Bible 
the litany of men who “begat” other men is a 
demonstration of genealogical descent for a large 
patrilineage that ultimately includes Jews and 
Arabs (who share Abraham as their last common 
apical ancestor).
 Unlike lineages, clans use stipulated descent. 
Clan members merely say they descend from the 
apical ancestor. They don’t try to trace the actual 
genealogical links between themselves and that 
ancestor. The Betsileo of Madagascar have both 
clans and lineages. Descent may be demonstrated 
for the most recent 8 to 10 generations, then stipu-
lated for the more remote past—sometimes with 
mermaids and vaguely defi ned foreign royalty 
mentioned among the founders (Kottak 1980). 
Like the Betsileo, many societies have both lin-
eages and clans. In such a case, clans have more 
members and cover a larger geographic area than 
lineages do. Sometimes a clan’s apical ancestor is 
not a human at all but an animal or plant (called a 
totem). Whether human or not, the ancestor sym-
bolizes the social unity and identity of the mem-
bers, distinguishing them from other groups.
 The economic types that usually have descent-
group organization are horticulture, pastoralism, 
and agriculture, as discussed in the chapter 
“Making a Living.” Such societies tend to have 
several descent groups. Any one of them may be 
confi ned to a single village, but they usually 
span more than one village. Any branch of a de-
scent group that lives in one place is a local de-
scent group. Two or more local branches of 
different descent groups may live in the same 
village. Descent groups in the same village or 

unilineal descent
Matrilineal or patrilineal 
descent.

lineage
Unilineal descent group 
based on demonstrated 
descent.

clan
Unilineal descent group 
based on stipulated 
descent.

provide an example. The resources available to the 
Shoshoni were so meager that for most of the year 
families traveled alone through the countryside 
hunting and gathering. In certain seasons families 
assembled to hunt cooperatively as a band; after 
just a few months together they dispersed.
 In neither industrial nor foraging societies are 
people tied permanently to the land. The mobility 
and the emphasis on small, economically self- 
suffi cient family units promote the nuclear family 
as a basic kin group in both types of societies.

DESCENT
We’ve seen that the nuclear family is important in 
industrial nations and among foragers. The anal-
ogous group among nonindustrial food produc-
ers is the descent group, a permanent social unit 
whose members say they have ancestors in com-
mon. Descent-group members believe they share, 
and descend from, those common ancestors. The 
group endures even though its membership 
changes, as members are born and die, move in 
and move out. Often, descent-group membership 
is determined at birth and is lifelong. In this case, 
it is an ascribed status.

Descent Groups
Descent groups frequently are exogamous 
(members must seek their mates from other de-
scent groups). Two common rules serve to ad-
mit certain people as descent-group members 

Apical
ancestor
(female)

Male

Female

Is married to

Is descended from

Is the sibling of

FIGURE 10.4 A Matrilineage Five 
Generations Deep.

Matrilineages are based on demonstrated descent from 
a female ancestor. Only the children of the group’s 
women (blue) belong to the matrilineage. The children 
of the group’s men are excluded; they belong to their 
mother’s matrilineage.
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 Unilineal descent is a matter of ascribed status; 
ambilineal descent illustrates achieved status. 
With unilineal descent, membership is automatic; 
no choice is permitted. People are born members 
of their father’s group in a patrilineal society or of 
their mother’s group in a matrilineal society. They 
are members of that group for life. Ambilineal de-
scent permits more fl exibility in descent-group 
affi liation.
 Before 1950, descent groups were generally de-
scribed simply as patrilineal or matrilineal. If the 
society tended toward patrilineality, the anthro-
pologist classifi ed it as a patrilineal rather than an 
ambilineal group. The treatment of ambilineal de-
scent as a separate category was a formal recogni-
tion that many descent systems are fl exible—some 
more so than others.

Family versus Descent
There are rights, duties, and obligations associ-
ated with kinship and descent. Many societies 
have both families and descent groups. Obliga-
tions to one may confl ict with obligations to the 
other—more so in matrilineal than in patrilineal 
societies. In the latter, a woman typically leaves 
home when she marries and raises her children 
in her husband’s community. After leaving home, 
she has no primary or substantial obligations to 
her own descent group. She can invest fully in 
her children, who will become members of her 
husband’s group. In a matrilineal society things 
are different. A man has strong obligations both 
to his family of procreation (his wife and chil-
dren) and to his closest matrikin (his sisters and 

different villages may establish alliances through 
frequent intermarriage.

Lineages, Clans, 
and Residence Rules
As we’ve seen, descent groups, unlike nuclear 
families, are permanent and enduring units, with 
new members added in every generation. Mem-
bers have access to the lineage estate, where 
some of them must live, in order to benefi t from 
and manage that estate across the generations. 
To endure, descent groups need to keep at least 
some of their members at home, on the ancestral 
estate. An easy way to do this is to have a rule 
about who belongs to the descent group and 
where they should live after they get married. 
Patrilineal and matrilineal descent, and the post-
marital residence rules that usually accompany 
them, ensure that about half the people born in 
each generation will live out their lives on the 
ancestral estate. Neolocal residence, which is the 
rule for most middle-class Americans, isn’t very 
common outside modern North America, West-
ern Europe, and the European-derived cultures 
of Latin America.
 Much more common is patrilocality: A married 
couple moves to the husband’s father’s commu-
nity, so that the children will grow up in their fa-
ther’s village. Patrilocality is associated with 
patrilineal descent. This makes sense. If the 
group’s male members are expected to exercise 
their rights in the ancestral estate, it’s a good idea 
to raise them on that estate and to keep them there 
after they marry.
 A less common postmarital residence rule, as-
sociated with matrilineal descent, is matrilocality: 
Married couples live in the wife’s mother’s 
community, and their children grow up in their 
mother’s village. Together, patrilocality and matri-
locality are known as unilocal rules of postmari-
tal residence.

Ambilineal Descent
The descent rules examined so far admit certain 
people as members while excluding others. A uni-
lineal rule uses one line only, either the female or 
the male. Besides the unilineal rules, there is an-
other descent rule called nonunilineal or ambilin-
eal descent. As in any descent group, membership 
comes through descent from a common ancestor. 
However, ambilineal groups differ from unilineal 
groups in that they do not automatically exclude 
either the children of sons or those of daughters. 
People can choose the descent group they join (for 
example, that of their father’s father, father’s 
mother, mother’s father, or mother’s mother). 
People also can change their descent-group mem-
bership, or belong to two or more groups at the 
same time.

ambilineal
Flexible descent rule, 
neither patrilineal nor 
matrilineal.

Apical
ancestor
(male)

Is married to

Is descended from

Is the sibling of

Male

Female

FIGURE 10.5 A Patrilineage Five Generations Deep.

Lineages are based on demonstrated descent from a common ancestor. With 
patrilineal descent, children of the group’s men (blue) are included as descent-
group members. Children of the group’s female members are excluded; they be-
long to their father’s patrilineage. Also notice lineage exogamy.
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 Compared with patrilineal systems, matrilin-
eal societies tend to have higher divorce rates and 
greater female promiscuity (Schneider and 
Gough, eds. 1961). According to Nicholas Kottak 
(2002), among the matrilineal Makua of northern 
Mozambique, a husband is concerned about his 
wife’s potential promiscuity. A man’s sister also 
takes an interest in her brother’s wife’s fi delity; 
she doesn’t want her brother wasting time on 
children who may not be his, thus diminishing 
his investment as an uncle (mother’s brother) in 
her children. A confessional ritual that is part of 
the Makua birthing process demonstrates the sis-
ter’s allegiance to her brother. When a wife is 
deep in labor, the husband’s sister, who attends 
her, must ask, “Who is the real father of this 
child?” If the wife lies, the Makua believe the birth 
will be diffi cult, often ending in the death of the 
woman and/or the baby. This ritual serves as an 
important social paternity test. It is in both the 
husband’s and his sister’s interest to ensure that 
his wife’s children are indeed his own.

KINSHIP CALCULATION
In addition to studying kin groups, anthropolo-
gists are interested in kinship calculation: the 
system by which people in a society reckon kin 
relationships. To study kinship calculation, an 
ethnographer must fi rst determine the word or 
words for different types of “relatives” used in a 
particular language and then ask questions such 
as, “Who are your relatives?” Like race and 
gender (discussed in other chapters), kinship is 
culturally constructed. This means that some ge-
nealogical kin are considered to be relatives 
whereas others are not. It also means that even 
people who aren’t genealogical relatives can be 
constructed socially as kin. Read this chapter’s 
“Appreciating Anthropology,” which describes 
ethnographic fi ndings about the Barí of Venezu-
ela. The Barí recognize multiple fathers, even 
though biologically there can be only one actual 
genitor. Cultures develop their own explana-
tions for biological processes, including the role 
of insemination in the creation and growth of a 
human embryo.
 Through questioning, the ethnographer dis-
covers the specifi c genealogical relationships be-
tween “relatives” and the person who has named 
them—the ego. Ego means I (or me) in Latin. It’s 
who you, the reader, are in the kin charts that fol-
low. It’s your perspective looking out on your kin. 
By posing the same questions to several local peo-
ple, the ethnographer learns about the extent and 
direction of kinship calculation in that society. 
The ethnographer also begins to understand the 
relationship between kinship calculation and kin 
groups: how people use kinship to create and 
maintain personal ties and to join social groups. 

kinship calculation
How people in a partic-
ular society reckon kin 
relations.

ego
Position from which one 
views an egocentric 
genealogy.

their children). The continuity of his descent 
group depends on his sisters and their children, 
since descent is carried by females, and he has 
descent-based obligations to look out for their 
welfare. He also has obligations to his wife and 
children. If a man is sure his wife’s children are 
his own, he has more incentive to invest in them 
than is the case if he has doubts.

Most societies have a prevailing opinion about where couples should live after 

they marry; this is called a postmarital residence rule. A common rule is 

patrilocality: the couple lives with the husband’s relatives, so that children 

grow up in their father’s community. The top image, taken in 2001, shows a 

13-year-old Muslim bride (veiled in pink) in the West African country of Guinea 

Bissau. On the last day of her threeday wedding ceremony, she will collect 

laundry from her husband’s family, wash it with her friends, and be taken to 

his village on a bicycle. In the bottom image, in Lendak, Slovakia, women 

transport part of the bride’s dowry to the groom’s house.
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sister’s son (MZS), mother’s sister’s daughter 
(MZD), father’s brother’s son (FBS), father’s 
brother’s daughter (FBD), father’s sister’s son 
(FZS), and father’s sister’s daughter (FZD). First 
cousin thus lumps together at least eight genea-
logical kin types.
 Uncle encompasses mother’s and father’s 
brothers, and aunt includes mother’s and father’s 
sisters. We also use uncle and aunt for the spouses 
of our “blood” aunts and uncles. We use the same 
term for mother’s brother and father’s brother be-
cause we perceive them as being the same sort of 
relative. Calling them uncles, we distinguish be-
tween them and another kin type, F, whom we 
call Father, Dad, or Pop. In many societies, how-
ever, it is common to call a father and a father’s 
brother by the same term. Later we’ll see why.
 In the United States and Canada, the nuclear 
family continues to be the most important group 
based on kinship. This is true despite an increased 
incidence of single parenthood, divorce, and re-
marriage. The nuclear family’s relative isolation 
from other kin groups in modern nations refl ects 
geographic mobility within an industrial econ-
omy with sale of labor for cash.
 It’s reasonable for North Americans to distin-
guish between relatives who belong to their nu-
clear families and those who don’t. We are more 
likely to grow up with our parents than with our 

In the kinship charts that follow, the gray square 
labeled “ego” identifi es the person whose kinship 
calculation is being examined.

Genealogical Kin Types 
and Kin Terms
At this point, we may distinguish between kin 
terms (the words used for different relatives in a 
particular language) and genealogical kin types. We 
designate genealogical kin types with the letters 
and symbols shown in Figure 10.6. Genealogical 
kin type refers to an actual genealogical relation-
ship (e.g., father’s brother) as opposed to a kin 
term (e.g., uncle).
 Kin terms refl ect the social construction of kin-
ship in a given culture. A kin term may (and usu-
ally does) lump together several genealogical 
relationships. In English, for instance, we use fa-
ther primarily for one kin type: the genealogical 
father. However, father can be extended to an 
adoptive father or stepfather—and even to a 
priest. Grandfather includes mother’s father and 
father’s father. The term cousin lumps together 
several kin types. Even the more specifi c fi rst 
cousin includes mother’s brother’s son (MBS), 
mother’s brother’s daughter (MBD), mother’s 

FIGURE 10.6 Kinship Symbols and 
Genealogical Kin Type Notation.

Male

Male ego whose kin
are being shown

Female

Female ego whose kin
are being shown

Individual regardless of sex

Ego regardless of sex

Is married to

Is divorced from

Is descended from

Is the sibling of

Individual is deceased

FatherF

MotherM

SonS

DaughterD

BrotherB

SisterZ

Child (of either sex)C

HusbandH

WifeW

A nuclear family lunches in Bull Harbour, British Columbia, Canada. The nu-

clear family’s relative isolation from other kin groups in modern nations re-

fl ects geographic mobility within an industrial economy with sale of labor 

for cash.
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may be. However, in a representative sample of 
American students, we would fi nd a split, with 
some favoring one side and some favoring the 
other. We’d actually expect a bit of matrilateral 
skewing—a preference for relatives on the moth-
er’s side. This occurs for many reasons. When 
contemporary children are raised by just one par-
ent, it’s much more likely to be the mother than 
the father. Also, even with intact marriages, the 
wife tends to play a more active role in managing 
family affairs, including family visits, reunions, 
holidays, and extended family relations, than the 
husband does. This would tend to reinforce her 
kin network over his and thus favor matrilateral 
skewing.
 Bilateral kinship means that people tend to per-
ceive kin links through males and females as be-
ing similar or equivalent. This bilaterality is 
expressed in interaction with, living with or near, 
and rights to inherit from relatives. We don’t usu-
ally inherit from uncles, but if we do, there’s about 
as much chance that we’ll inherit from the father’s 

aunts and uncles. We tend to see our parents more 
often than we see our uncles and aunts, who may 
live in different towns and cities. We often inherit 
from our parents, but our cousins have fi rst claim 
to inherit from our aunts and uncles. If our mar-
riage is stable, we see our children daily as long as 
they remain at home. They are our heirs. We feel 
closer to them than to our nieces and nephews.
 American kinship calculation and kin termi-
nology refl ect these social features. Thus, the term 
uncle distinguishes between the kin types MB and 
FB on the one hand and the kin type F on the 
other. However, this term also lumps kin types 
together. We use the same term for MB and FB, 
two different kin types. We do this because Amer-
ican kinship calculation is bilateral—traced 
equally through males and females, for example, 
father and mother. Both kinds of uncle are broth-
ers of one of our parents. We think of both as 
roughly the same kind of relative.
 “No,” you may object, “I’m closer to my moth-
er’s brother than to my father’s brother.” That 

bilateral kinship 
calculation
Kin ties calculated 
equally through men 
and women.

Like race, kinship is socially constructed. Cul-
tures develop their own explanations for biologi-
cal processes, including the role of insemination 
in the creation and growth of a human embryo. 
Scientifi cally informed people know that fertil-
ization of an ovum by a single sperm is respon-
sible for conception. But other cultures, including 
the Barí and their neighbors, hold different views 
about procreation. In some societies it is believed 
that spirits, rather than men, place babies in 
women’s wombs. In others it is believed that a 
fetus must be nourished by continuing insemi-
nation during pregnancy.
 There are cultures, including the Barí and 
others described here, in which people believe 
that multiple men can create the same fetus. 
When a baby is born, the Barí mother names 
the men she recognizes as fathers, and they 
help her raise the child. In the United States, 
having two dads may be the result of divorce, 
remarriage, stepparenthood, or a same-sex 
union. In the societies discussed here, multiple 

(partible) paternity is a common and benefi cial 
social fact.

[Among] the Barí people of Venezuela,. . . mul-

tiple paternity is the norm . . . In such societ-

ies, children with more than one offi cial father 

are more likely to survive to adulthood than 

those with just one Dad . . . The fi ndings have . . . 

been published in a book, Cultures of Multiple 

Fathers: The Theory and Practice of Partible 

Paternity in Lowland South America [Beckerman 

and Valentine 2002], that questions accepted 

theories about social organization, the bal-

ance of power between the sexes and human 

evolution.

 [The book] . . . draws on more than two de-

cades of fi eldwork among South American 

tribal peoples. The central theme . . . is the con-

cept of partible paternity—the widespread be-

lief that fertilization is not a one-time event and 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

When Are Two Dads Better than One?—
When the Women Are in Charge

The Barí of Venezuela believe that a 

child can have multiple fathers.
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kin on the parental generation: lineal, bifurcate 
merging, generational, and bifurcate collateral. 
We also consider the social correlates of these 
classifi cation systems. (Note that each of the sys-
tems described here applies to the parental gen-
eration. There are also differences in kin 
terminology on ego’s generation. These systems 
involve the classifi cation of siblings and cousins. 
There are six such systems, called Eskimo, Iro-
quois, Hawaiian, Crow, Omaha, and Sudanese 
cousin terminology, after societies that tradition-
ally used them. You can see them diagrammed 
and discussed at the following websites: http://
anthro.palomar.edu/kinship/kinship_5.htm; 
http://anthro.palomar.edu/kinship/kinship_6.
htm; http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/
anthropology/tutor/kinterms/termsys.html.)
 A functional explanation will be offered for 
each system of kinship terminology, such as lin-
eal, bifurcate merging, and generational termi-
nology. Functional explanations attempt to relate 
particular customs (such as the use of kin terms) 

functional 
explanation
One based on correla-
tion or co-occurrence of 
social variables.

brother as from the mother’s brother. We don’t 
usually live with either aunt, but if we do, the 
chances are about the same that it will be the 
 father’s sister as the mother’s sister.

KINSHIP TERMINOLOGY
People perceive and defi ne kin relations differ-
ently in different cultures. In any culture, kinship 
terminology is a classifi cation system, a taxonomy 
or typology. It is a native taxonomy, developed 
over generations by the people who live in a par-
ticular society. A native classifi cation system is 
based on how people perceive similarities and 
differences in the things being classifi ed.
 However, anthropologists have discovered 
that there are a limited number of patterns in 
which people classify their kin. People who 
speak very different languages may use exactly 
the same system of kinship terminology. This sec-
tion  examines the four main ways of classifying 

that more than one father can contribute to 

the developing embryo. . . .

 The authors have discovered a strong cor-

relation between the status of women in the 

society and the benefi ts of multiple paternity . . . 

Among the Barí, 80% of children with two or 

more offi cial dads survive to adulthood, com-

pared with 64% with one father. This contrasts 

with male-dominated cultures such as the 

neighboring Curripaco, where children of 

doubtful parentage are outcast and frequently 

die young.

 Explaining the signifi cance of this discovery, 

Paul Valentine said: “The conventional view of 

the male-female bargain is that a man will pro-

vide food and shelter for a woman and her chil-

dren if he can be assured that the children are 

biologically his. Our research turns this idea on 

its head . . . In societies where women control 

marriages and other aspects of social life, both 

men and women have multiple partners and 

spread the responsibilities of child rearing.” It is 

of course scientifi cally impossible to have more 

than one biological father, but aboriginal peo-

ples in South America, Africa and Australasia 

[Australia and Asia] believe that it takes more 

than one act of intercourse to make a baby. In 

some of these societies, nearly all children 

have multiple fathers. In others, while partible 

paternity is accepted, socially the child has 

only one father. However, in the middle are 

groups where some children do have multiple 

fathers and some do not. In this case, the chil-

dren can be compared to see how having more 

than one father benefi ts the children—and 

generational studies show that the children do 

benefi t from the extra care.

 When a child is born among the Barí, the 

mother publicly announces the names of the 

one or more men she believes to be the fathers, 

who, if they accept paternity, are expected to 

provide care for the mother and child . . . “In 

small egalitarian societies, women’s interests 

are best served if mate choice is a non-binding, 

female decision; if a network of multiple fe-

males to aid or substitute for a woman in her 

mothering responsibilities exists; if multiple 

men support a woman and her children; and if 

a woman is shielded from the effects of male 

sexual jealousy.” . . .

 In cultures where women choose their 

mates, women have broad sexual freedom 

and partible paternity is accepted, women 

clearly have the upper hand. In Victorian-style 

societies where women’s sexual activity is 

controlled by men, marriage is exclusive and 

male sexual jealousy is a constant threat, men 

have the upper hand. In between is a full range 

of combinations and options, all represented in 

the varying South American cultures . . .

 Robert Carneiro, curator at the American 

Museum of Natural History, said: “Rarely does a 

book thrust open a door, giving us a striking 

new view. It has long been known that . . . peo-

ples around the world believe that one act of 

sexual intercourse is not enough for a child to 

be born. Now for the fi rst time we have a vol-

ume that deals with the consequences and 

ramifi cations of this belief, and it does so in ex-

haustive and fascinating detail.” . . .

SOURCE: Patrick Wilson, “When Are Two Dads Better 

Than One? When the Women Are in Charge,” http://

alphagalileo.org (June 12, 2002). Reprinted by per-

mission of the University of East London, UK.
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 Kinship terms provide useful information 
about social patterns. If two relatives are desig-
nated by the same term, we can assume that they 
are perceived as sharing socially signifi cant attri-
butes. Several factors infl uence the way people 
interact with, perceive, and classify relatives. For 
instance, do certain kinds of relatives customarily 
live together or apart? How far apart? What ben-
efi ts do they derive from each other, and what are 
their obligations? Are they members of the same 
descent group or of different descent groups? 
With these questions in mind, let’s examine sys-
tems of kinship terminology.

Lineal Terminology
Our own system of kinship classifi cation is called 
the lineal system (Figure 10.7). The number 3 and 
the color light blue stand for the term uncle, 
which we apply both to FB and to MB. Lineal 
kinship terminology is found in societies such 
as the United States and Canada in which the 
nuclear family is the most important group based 
on kinship.
 Lineal kinship terminology has absolutely 
nothing to do with lineages, which are found in 
very different social contexts. (What contexts are 
those?) Lineal kinship terminology gets its name 
from the fact that it distinguishes lineal relatives 
from collateral relatives. What does that mean? A 
lineal relative is an ancestor or descendant, anyone 
on the direct line of descent that leads to and from 
ego (Figure 10.8). Thus, lineal relatives are one’s 
parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, and 
other direct forebears. Lineal relatives also include 
children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. 
Collateral relatives are all other kin. They include 
siblings, nieces and nephews, aunts and uncles, 
and cousins (Figure 10.8). Affi nals are relatives by 
marriage, whether of lineals (e.g., son’s wife) or of 
collaterals (sister’s husband).

Bifurcate Merging Terminology
Bifurcate merging kinship terminology (Fig-
ure 10.9) bifurcates, or splits, the mother’s side and 
the father’s side. But it also merges same-sex sib-
lings of each parent. Thus, mother and mother’s 
sister are merged under the same term (1), while 
father and father’s brother also get a common 
term (2). There are different terms for mother’s 
brother (3) and father’s sister (4).
 People use this system in societies with unilin-
eal (patrilineal and matrilineal) descent rules and 
unilocal (patrilocal and matrilocal) postmarital 
residence rules. When the society is unilineal and 
unilocal, the logic of bifurcate merging terminol-
ogy is fairly clear. In a patrilineal society, for ex-
ample, father and father’s brother belong to the 
same descent group, gender, and generation. 
Since patrilineal societies usually have patrilocal 

lineal kinship 
terminology
Four parental kin terms: 
M, F, FB 5 MB, and 
MZ 5 FZ.

lineal relative
Ego’s direct ancestors 
and descendants.

collateral relative
Relative outside ego’s 
direct line, e.g., B, Z, 
FB, MZ.

affi nals
Relatives by marriage.

bifurcate merging 
kinship terminology
Four parental kin terms: 
M 5 MZ; F 5 FB; MB and 
FZ each stands alone.

to other features of a society, such as rules of de-
scent and postmarital residence. Certain aspects 
of a culture are functions of others. That is, they 
are correlated variables, so that when one of them 
changes, the others inevitably change too. For 
certain terminologies, the social correlates are 
very clear.

Father

Uncle

Aunt

Mother

14 43

3

32

1

2 4

FIGURE 10.7 Lineal Kinship Terminology.

Lineals Collaterals Affinals

Ego

FIGURE 10.8 The Distinctions among Lineals, 
Collaterals, and Affi nals as Perceived by Ego.

Father

Uncle

Aunt

Mother

11 43

3

22

1

2 4

FIGURE 10.9 Bifurcate Merging Kinship 
Terminology.
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sides. It does not bifurcate, but it certainly does 
merge. It uses just one term for father, father’s 
brother, and mother’s brother. In a unilineal soci-
ety, these three kin types would never belong to 
the same descent group. Generational kinship ter-
minology also uses a single term for mother, 
mother’s sister, and father’s sister. Nor, in a uni-
lineal society, would these three ever be members 
of the same group.
 Nevertheless, generational terminology sug-
gests closeness between ego and his or her aunts 
and uncles—much more closeness than exists be-
tween Americans and these kin types. How likely 
would you be to call your uncle “Dad” or your 
aunt “Mom”? We’d expect to fi nd generational 
terminology in cultures in which kinship is much 
more important than it is in our own but in which 
there is no rigid distinction between the father’s 
side and the mother’s side.
 It’s logical, then, that generational kin termi-
nology is typical of societies with ambilineal de-
scent. In such contexts, descent-group membership 
is not automatic. People may choose the group 
they join, change their descent-group member-
ship, or belong to two or more descent groups si-
multaneously. Generational terminology fi ts these 
conditions. The use of intimate kin terms signals 
that people have close personal relations with all 
their relatives of the parental generation. People 
exhibit similar behavior toward their aunts, un-
cles, and parents. Someday they’ll have to choose 
a descent group to join. Furthermore, in ambilin-
eal societies, postmarital residence is usually 
ambilocal. This means that the married couple 
can live with either the husband’s or the wife’s 
group.
 Signifi cantly, generational terminology also 
characterizes certain foraging bands, including 
Kalahari San groups and several native societies 
of North America. Use of this terminology re-
fl ects certain similarities between foraging bands 
and ambilineal descent groups. In both societies, 
people have a choice about their kin-group affi li-
ation. Foragers always live with kin, but they 
often shift band affi liation and so may be mem-
bers of several different bands during their life-
times. Just as in food-producing societies with 
ambilineal descent, generational terminology 
among foragers helps maintain close personal 
relationships with several parental-generation 
relatives whom ego may eventually use as a 
point of entry into different groups. Recap 10.1 
lists the types of kin group, the postmarital resi-
dence rule, and the economy associated with the 
four types of kinship terminology.

Bifurcate Collateral Terminology
Of the four kin classifi cation systems, bifurcate 
collateral kinship terminology is the most spe-
cifi c. It has separate terms for each of the six kin 

bifurcate collateral 
kinship terminology
Six separate parental kin 
terms: M, F, MB, MZ, FB, 
and FZ.

residence, the father and his brother live in the 
same local group. Because they share so many 
attributes that are socially relevant, ego regards 
them as social equivalents and calls them by the 
same kinship term—2. However, the mother’s 
brother belongs to a different descent group, lives 
elsewhere, and has a different kin term—3.
 What about mother and mother’s sister in a 
patrilineal society? They belong to the same de-
scent group, the same gender, and the same gen-
eration. Often they marry men from the same 
village and go to live there. These social similari-
ties help explain the use of the same term—1—
for both.
 Similar observations apply to matrilineal soci-
eties. Consider a society with two matrilineal 
clans, the Ravens and the Wolves. Ego is a mem-
ber of his mother’s clan, the Raven clan. Ego’s fa-
ther is a member of the Wolf clan. His mother and 
her sister are female Ravens of the same genera-
tion. If there is matrilocal residence, as there often 
is in matrilineal societies, they will live in the 
same village. Because they are so similar socially, 
ego calls them by the same kin term—1.
 The father’s sister, however, belongs to a dif-
ferent group, the Wolves; lives elsewhere; and has 
a different kin term—4. Ego’s father and father’s 
brother are male Wolves of the same generation. If 
they marry women of the same clan and live in 
the same village, this creates additional social 
similarities that reinforce this usage.

Generational Terminology
Like bifurcate merging kinship terminology, gen-
erational kinship terminology uses the same 
term for parents and their siblings, but the lump-
ing is more complete (Figure 10.10). With genera-
tional terminology, there are only two terms for 
the parental generation. We may translate them as 
“father” and “mother,” but more accurate transla-
tions would be “male member of the parental 
generation” and “female member of the parental 
generation.”
 Generational kinship terminology does not 
distinguish between the mother’s and father’s 

generational kinship 
terminology
Just two parental kin 
terms: M 5 MZ 5 FZ and 
F 5 FB 5 MB.

Father

Mother

11 12 22

1

2

FIGURE 10.10 Generational Kinship 
Terminology.
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uncles on your mother’s side “tia” and “tio,” 
while calling those on your father’s side “aunt” 
and “uncle.” And your mother and father may be 
“Mom” and “Pop.” That’s a modern form of bi-
furcate collateral kinship terminology.

types of the parental generation (Figure 10.11). 
Bifurcate collateral terminology isn’t as 

common as the other types. Many of 
the societies that use it are in North 

Africa and the Middle East, and 
many of them are offshoots of the 

same ancestral group.
Bifurcate collateral terminol-

ogy also may be used when a 
child has parents of different 
ethnic backgrounds and uses 
terms for aunts and uncles de-
rived from different languages. 

Thus, if you have a mother who 
is Latina and a father who is 

 Anglo, you may call your aunts and 

16 43 52

FIGURE 10.11 Bifurcate Collateral Kinship 
Terminology.

 RECAP 10.1  The Four Systems of Kinship Terminology, with Their Social and 
Economic Correlates

KINSHIP TERMINOLOGY KIN GROUP RESIDENCE RULE ECONOMY

Lineal Nuclear family Neolocal Industrialism, foraging

Bifurcate merging Unilineal descent group— Unilocal—patrilocal Horticulture, pastoralism, 
  patrilineal or matrilineal  or matrilocal  agriculture

Generational Ambilineal descent Ambilocal Agriculture, horticulture, 
  group, band   foraging

Bifurcate collateral Varies Varies Varies

Acing the 
COURSE

Summary 1.  In nonindustrial societies, kinship, descent, and 
marriage organize social and political life. In 
studying kinship, we must distinguish between 
kin groups, whose composition and activities can 
be observed, and kinship calculation—how peo-
ple identify and designate their relatives.

2.  One widespread kin group is the nuclear family, 
consisting of a married couple and their children. 
There are functional alternatives to the nuclear 
family. That is, other groups may assume func-
tions usually associated with the nuclear family. 
Nuclear families tend to be especially important 
in foraging and industrial societies. Among farm-
ers and herders, other kinds of kin groups often 
overshadow the nuclear family.

3.  In contemporary North America, the nuclear fam-
ily is the characteristic kin group for the middle 

class. Expanded households and sharing with ex-
tended family kin occur more frequently among 
the poor, who may pool their resources in dealing 
with poverty. Today, however, even in the Ameri-
can middle class, nuclear family households are 
declining as single-person households and other 
domestic arrangements increase.

4.  The descent group is a basic kin group among non-
industrial food producers (farmers and herders). 
Unlike families, descent groups have perpetuity—
they last for generations. Descent-group members 
share and manage a common estate: land, animals, 
and other resources. There are several kinds of de-
scent groups. Lineages are based on demonstrated 
descent; clans, on stipulated descent. Descent rules 
may be unilineal or ambilineal. Unilineal (patrilin-
eal and matrilineal) descent is associated with 
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terminology from other aspects of culture. The 
four basic kinship terminologies for the parental 
generation are lineal, bifurcate merging, genera-
tional, and bifurcate collateral. Many foraging and 
industrial societies use lineal terminology, which 
is associated with nuclear family organization. 
Cultures with unilocal residence and unilineal de-
scent tend to have bifurcate merging terminology. 
Generational terminology correlates with ambilin-
eal descent and ambilocal residence.

 unilocal (respectively, patrilocal and matrilocal) 
postmarital residence. Obligations to one’s descent 
group and to one’s family of procreation may con-
fl ict, especially in matrilineal societies.

5.  A kinship terminology is a classifi cation of rela-
tives based on perceived differences and similari-
ties. Comparative research has revealed a limited 
number of ways of classifying kin. Because there 
are correlations between kinship terminology and 
other social practices, we often can predict kinship 

affi nals 254
ambilineal 249
bifurcate collateral kinship terminology 255
bifurcate merging kinship terminology 254
bilateral kinship calculation 252
clan 248
collateral relative 254
descent group 241
ego 250
extended family household 243

family of orientation 241
family of procreation 241
functional explanation 253
generational kinship terminology 255
kinship calculation 250
lineage 248
lineal kinship terminology 254
lineal relative 254
neolocality 243
unilineal descent 248

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Why is a focus on the nuclear family characteris-
tic of many modern nations? Because
a. the nuclear family is the most common fam-

ily arrangement in industrialized societies.
b. isolation from the extended family arises 

from geographic mobility that is character-
istic of many industrialized societies.

c. modernity is associated with smaller and 
more exclusive households, especially 
among the urban poor.

d. higher incomes have made it possible for 
most adults to achieve the American cul-
tural ideal of a nuclear family.

e. the nuclear family is the most developed 
form of domestic arrangement.

 2. The nuclear family is the most common kin 
group in what kinds of societies?
a. tribal societies and chiefdoms
b. ambilineal and collateral
c. lineages and clans
d. industrial middle class and foraging bands
e. patrilocal and matrilocal

 3. Which of the following statements about the 
nuclear family is not true?
a. The nuclear family is a cultural universal.
b. In the United States, nuclear families 

 accounted for just 22.5 percent of house-
holds in 2007.

c. A family of orientation may be a nuclear 
family.

d. A family of procreation may be a nuclear 
family.

e. Most people belong to at least two nuclear 
families during their lives.

 4. In kinship analysis, what does the classifi cation of 
descent group as either lineages or clans indicate?
a. A lineage uses demonstrated descent while 

clans use stipulated descent.
b. Descent is always achieved.
c. How individuals defi ne and think about re-

lationships of descent is culturally universal.
d. Only in lineages do members descend from 

an apical ancestor.
e. Members of lineages do not like to rely 

on their memory to know who their 
 ancestors are.

 5. Like race, kinship is culturally constructed. This 
means that
a. the educational system is failing to educate 

people about real, biologically based 
 human relations.

b. like race, kinship is a fi ction, with no real 
social consequence.

c. it is a phenomenon separated from other 
real aspects of society, such as economics 
and politics.

d. studies of kinship tell us little about peo-
ple’s actual experiences.

e. people perceive and defi ne kin relations 
differently in different cultures, although 
anthropologists have discovered a limited 
number of patterns in which people clas-
sify their kin.

 6. Anthropologists are interested in kinship 
calculation,
a. but only if it has any consequence in chang-

ing demographics over a 10-year period.
b. the ways people evaluate the worth of the 

work of anthropologists.

Test 
Yourself!
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258 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

 9. In this chapter, a functional explanation is of-
fered for various systems of kinship terminol-
ogy. What does a functional explanation 
suggest about a system of kinship terminology?
a. Kinship terminology only becomes a 

 system when it functions properly.
b. Certain kinship terms are what cause cer-

tain patterns of behavior.
c. A functional explanation accurately predicts 

what types of kinship terminology will de-
velop in future generations if enough data 
about the system are collected.

d. A functional explanation attempts to corre-
late particular customs (in this case kinship 
terms) to other features of society.

e. A functional explanation distinguishes gene-
alogical kin types from kin terms.

10. In a bifurcate merging kinship terminology, 
which of the following pairs would be called by 
the same term?
a. MZ and MB
b. M and MZ
c. MF and FF
d. M and F
e. MB and FB

c. and then they do their best to impose their 
etic perspective on people’s emic views.

d. the ways people apply mathematical prin-
ciples to determine degrees of relatedness 
with the ancestors of anatomically mod-
ern humans.

e. the system by which people in a society 
reckon kin relationships.

 7. In any culture, kinship terminology is a classifi -
cation system, a taxonomy or typology. More 
generally, a taxonomic system
a. is only accurate when based on Western 

science.
b. is based on how people perceive similarities 

and differences in the things being classifi ed.
c. only makes any sense to those who study it 

for years.
d. usually changes with every generation.
e. applies best to nonliving things.

 8. What is another name for a person’s “in-laws”?
a. family of orientation
b. merging relatives
c. affi nals
d. collaterals
e. lineals

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. The family of  is the name of the family in which a child is raised, while the family of  is 
the name of the family established when one marries and has children.

2.  refers to the postmarital residence pattern in which the married couple is expected to establish 
its own home.

3. A  refers to a unilineal descent group whose members demonstrate their common descent from 
an apical ancestor.

4. In  kinship calculation, kin ties are traced equally through males and females.

5. In a bifurcate merging kinship terminology,  and  relatives are merged.

Multiple Choice: 1. B; 2. D; 3. A; 4. A; 5. E; 6. E; 7. B; 8. C; 9. D; 10. B; Fill in the Blank: 1. orientation, procreation; 2. Neolocality; 3. lineage; 
4. bilateral; 5. lineal, collateral

CRITICAL THINKING

1. Why is kinship so important to anthropologists? How might the study of kinship be useful for research in 
fi elds of anthropology other than cultural anthropology?

2. What are some examples of alternatives to nuclear family arrangements considered in this chapter? What 
may be the impact of new (and increasingly accessible) reproductive technologies on domestic 
arrangements?

3. Although the nuclear family remains the cultural ideal for many Americans, other domestic arrange-
ments now outnumber the “traditional” American household more than four to one. What are some rea-
sons for this? Do you think this trend is good or bad? Why?

4. To what sorts of family or families do you belong? Have you belonged to other kinds of families? How do 
the kin terms you use compare with the four classifi cation systems discussed in this chapter?

5. Cultures with unilocal residence and unilineal descent tend to have bifurcate merging terminology, while 
ambilineal descent and ambilocal residence correlate with generational terminology. Why does this make 
sense? What are some examples of each case?
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Part of a wedding ceremony 

in Khartoum, Sudan. On 

women’s night, friends 

gather, and an older woman 

anoints the bride with oil. 

How is marriage 

defi ned and 

regulated, and 

what rights does 

it convey?

What role does 

marriage play in 

creating and 

maintaining group 

alliances?

What forms of 

marriage exist 

cross-culturally, 

and what are their 

social correlates?
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WHAT IS MARRIAGE?

INCEST AND 
EXOGAMY

EXPLAINING THE 
TABOO

Although Tabooed, Incest 
Does Happen

Instinctive Horror

Biological Degeneration

Attempt and Contempt

Marry Out or Die Out

ENDOGAMY

Caste

Royal Endogamy

MARITAL RIGHTS AND 
SAME-SEX MARRIAGE

MARRIAGE AS GROUP 
ALLIANCE

Bridewealth and Dowry

Durable Alliances

DIVORCE

PLURAL MARRIAGES

Polygyny

Polyandry

they may be mistreated by their husband or 

in-laws, including the mother-in-law.

 In contemporary North America, although 

neither women nor men typically have to adjust 

to in-laws living nearby full-time, confl icts with 

in-laws aren’t at all uncommon. Just read “Dear 

Abby” or listen to Dr. Joy Browne (cited previ-

ously) for a week. Even more of a challenge is 

learning to live with our spouse. Marriage al-

ways raises issues of accommodation and 

adjustment. Initially the married couple is just 

that, unless there are children from a previ-

ous marriage. If there are, adjustment issues 

will involve stepparenthood—and a prior 

spouse—as well as the new marital relation-

ship. Once a couple has its own child, the family-

of-procreation mentality takes over. In the United 

States family loyalty shifts, but not completely, 

from the family of orientation to the family that 

includes spouse and child(ren). Given our bilat-

eral kinship system, we maintain relations with 

our sons and daughters after they marry, and 

grandchildren theoretically are as close to one 

set of grandparents as to the other set. In prac-

tice, grandchildren tend to be a bit closer to their 

mother’s than to their father’s families. Can you 

speculate about why that might be? How is it for 

you? Are you closer to your paternal or maternal 

grandparents? How about your uncles and 

aunts on one side or the other? Why is that?

A ccording to the radio talk show psy-

chologist (and undergraduate an-

thropology major) Dr. Joy Browne, 

parents’ job is to give their kids 

“roots and wings.” Roots, she says, are the eas-

ier part. In other words, it’s easier to raise chil-

dren than to let them go. Has that been true of 

your parents with respect to you? I’ve heard 

comments about today’s “helicopter parents” 

hovering over even their college-aged kids, us-

ing cell phones, e-mail, and texting to follow 

their progeny more closely than in prior gener-

ations. Do you have any experience with such a 

pattern?

 It can be diffi cult to make the transition be-

tween the family that raised us (our family of 

orientation) and the family we form if we marry 

and have children (our family of procreation). In 

contemporary America, we usually get a head 

start by “leaving home” long before we marry. 

We go off to college or fi nd a job that enables 

us to support ourselves so that we can live in-

dependently, or with roommates. In nonindus-

trial societies people, especially women, may 

leave home abruptly when they marry. Often a 

woman must leave her home village and her 

own kin and move in with her husband and his 

relatives. This can be an unpleasant and alien-

ating transition. Many women complain about 

feeling isolated in their husband’s village, where 

WHAT IS MARRIAGE?
“Love and marriage,” “marriage and the 
family”: These familiar phrases show how 
we link the romantic love of two individu-
als to marriage and how we link marriage 
to reproduction and family creation. But 
marriage is an institution with signifi cant 
roles and functions in addition to repro-
duction. What is marriage, anyway?

 No defi nition of marriage is broad enough 
to apply easily to all societies and situations. 
A commonly quoted defi nition comes from 
Notes and Queries on Anthropology:

Marriage is a union between a man and 
a woman such that the children born to 
the woman are recognized as legitimate 
offspring of both partners. (Royal 
 Anthropological Institute 1951, p. 111)
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implications of the distinction between two 
kinds of fi rst cousins: cross cousins and parallel 
cousins (see Ottenheimer 1996).
 The children of two brothers or two sisters are 
parallel cousins. The children of a brother and a 
sister are cross cousins. Your mother’s sister’s 
children and your father’s brother’s children are 
your parallel cousins. Your father’s sister’s chil-
dren and your mother’s brother’s children are 
your cross cousins.
 The American kin term cousin doesn’t distin-
guish between cross and parallel cousins, but in 
many societies, especially those with unilineal de-
scent, the distinction is essential. As an example, 
consider a community with only two descent 
groups. This exemplifi es what is known as moiety 
organization—from the French moitié, which 
means “half.” Descent bifurcates the community 
so that everyone belongs to one half or the other. 
Some societies have patrilineal moieties; others 
have matrilineal moieties.
 In Figures 11.1 and 11.2, notice that cross cous-
ins are always members of the opposite moiety 

 This defi nition isn’t universally valid for sev-
eral reasons. In many societies, marriages unite 
more than two spouses. Here we speak of plural 
marriages, as when a man weds two (or more) 
women, or a woman weds a group of brothers—
an arrangement called fraternal polyandry that is 
characteristic of certain Himalayan cultures. In the 
Brazilian community of Arembepe, people can 
choose among various forms of marital union. 
Most people live in long-term “common-law” do-
mestic partnerships that are not legally sanctioned. 
Some have civil marriages, which are licensed and 
legalized by a justice of the peace. Still others go 
through religious ceremonies, so that they are 
united in “holy matrimony,” although not legally. 
And some have both civil and religious ties. The 
different forms of union permit someone to have 
multiple spouses (e.g., one common-law, one civil, 
one religious) without ever getting divorced.
 Some societies recognize various kinds of same-
sex marriages. In Sudan, a Nuer woman can marry 
a woman if her father has only daughters but no 
male heirs, who are necessary if his patrilineage is 
to survive. He may ask his daughter to stand as a 
son in order to take a bride. This daughter will be-
come the socially recognized husband of another 
woman (the wife). This is a symbolic and social 
relationship rather than a sexual one. The “wife” 
has sex with a man or men (whom her female 
“husband” must approve) until she gets pregnant. 
The children born to the wife are accepted as the 
offspring of both the female husband and the wife. 
Although the female husband is not the actual 
genitor, the biological father, of the children, she is 
their pater, or socially recognized father. What’s 
important in this Nuer case is social rather than 
biological paternity. We see again how kinship is 
socially constructed. The bride’s children are 
considered the legitimate offspring of her female 
“husband,” who is biologically a woman but so-
cially a man, and the descent line continues.

INCEST AND EXOGAMY
In many nonindustrial societies, a person’s social 
world includes two main categories: kin and 
strangers. Strangers are potential or actual enemies. 
Marriage is one of the primary ways of converting 
strangers into kin, of creating and maintaining per-
sonal and political alliances, relationships of affi n-
ity (affi nal relationships). Exogamy, the practice of 
seeking a husband or wife outside one’s own 
group, has adaptive value because it links people 
into a wider social network that nurtures, helps, 
and protects them in times of need.
 Incest refers to sexual relations with someone 
considered to be a close relative. All cultures 
have taboos against it. However, although the 
taboo is a cultural universal, cultures defi ne in-
cest differently. As an illustration, consider some 
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genitor
A child’s biological 
father.

pater
One’s socially recog-
nized father; not neces-
sarily the genitor.

exogamy
Marriage outside a given 
group.

incest
Forbidden sexual rela-
tions with a close 
relative.

parallel cousins
Children of two brothers 
or two sisters.

cross cousins
Children of a brother 
and a sister.
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grams that your mother’s sister’s 
children (MZC) and your father’s 
brother’s children (FBC) always be-
long to your group. Your cross 
 cousins—that is, FZC and MBC—
belong to the other moiety.

Parallel cousins belong to the 
same generation and the same de-
scent group as ego does, and they 
are like ego’s brothers and sisters. 
They are called by the same kin 
terms as brothers and sisters are. 
Defi ned as close relatives, parallel 
cousins are tabooed as sex or mar-
riage partners. They fall within 
the incest taboo, but cross cousins 
don’t.

In societies with unilineal moi-
eties, cross cousins always belong 
to the opposite group. Sex with 
cross cousins isn’t incestuous, be-
cause they aren’t considered rela-

tives. In fact, in many unilineal societies, people 
must marry either a cross cousin or someone 
from the same descent group as a cross cousin. A 
unilineal descent rule ensures that the cross cous-
in’s descent group is never one’s own. With moi-
ety exogamy, spouses must belong to different 
moieties.
 Among the Yanomami of Venezuela and Brazil 
(Chagnon 1997), boys anticipate eventual mar-
riage to a cross cousin by calling her “wife.” 
They call their male cross cousins “brother-in-
law.” Yanomami girls call their male cross cous-
ins “husband” and their female cross cousins 
“sister-in-law.” Among the Yanomami, as in 
many societies with unilineal descent, sex with 
cross cousins is proper but sex with parallel 
cousins is considered incestuous.
 A custom that is much rarer than cross-cousin 
marriage also illustrates that people defi ne their 
kin, and thus incest, differently in different societ-
ies. When unilineal descent is very strongly de-
veloped, the parent who does not belong to one’s 
own descent group isn’t considered a relative. 
Thus, with strict patrilineality, the mother is not a 
relative but a kind of in-law who has married a 
member of ego’s group—ego’s father. With strict 
matrilineality, the father isn’t a relative, because 
he belongs to a different descent group.
 The Lakher of Southeast Asia (Figure 11.3) are 
strictly patrilineal (Leach 1961). Using the male 
ego in Figure 11.4, let’s suppose that ego’s father 
and mother get divorced. Each remarries and has 
a daughter by a second marriage. A Lakher al-
ways belongs to his or her father’s group, all the 
members of which (one’s agnates, or patrikin) are 
considered too closely related to marry because 
they are members of the same patrilineal descent 
group. Therefore, ego can’t marry his father’s 
daughter by the second marriage, just as in 

and parallel cousins always belong to your (ego’s) 
own moiety. With patrilineal descent (Figure 11.1), 
people take the father’s descent-group affi liation; 
in a matrilineal society (Figure 11.2), they take the 
mother’s affi liation. You can see from these dia-
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FIGURE 11.4 Patrilineal Descent-Group 
Identity and Incest among the Lakher.
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were 37 percent for the city of Arsinoe and 19 per-
cent for the surrounding villages. These fi gures 
are much higher than any other documented lev-
els of inbreeding among humans (Scheidel 1997).
 According to Anna Meigs and Kathleen  Barlow 
(2002), for Western societies with nuclear family 
organization, statistics show a signifi cant risk of 

contemporary North America it’s illegal for half-
siblings to marry.
 However, in contrast to our society, where all 
half-siblings are tabooed, the Lakher permit ego 
to marry his mother’s daughter by a different 
 father. She is not a forbidden relative because she 
belongs to her own father’s descent group rather 
than ego’s. The Lakher illustrate clearly that defi -
nitions of forbidden relatives, and therefore of 
 incest, vary from culture to culture.
 We can extend these observations to strict 
matrilineal societies. If a man’s parents divorce 
and his father remarries, ego may marry his pa-
ternal half-sister. By contrast, if his mother remar-
ries and has a daughter, the daughter is considered 
ego’s sister, and sex between them is taboo. Cul-
tures therefore have different defi nitions and ex-
pectations of relationships that are biologically or 
genetically equivalent.

EXPLAINING THE TABOO
Although Tabooed, 
Incest Does Happen
There is no simple or universally accepted expla-
nation for the fact that all cultures ban incest. Do 
primate studies offer any clues? Research with pri-
mates does show that adolescent males (among 
monkeys) or females (among apes) often move 
away from the group in which they were born 
(Rodseth et al. 1991). This emigration reduces the 
frequency of incestuous unions, but it doesn’t 
eliminate them. DNA testing of wild chimps has 
confi rmed incestuous unions between adult sons 
and their mothers, who reside in the same group. 
Human behavior with respect to mating with close 
relatives may express a generalized primate ten-
dency, in which we see both urges and avoidance.
 A crosscultural study of 87 societies (Meigs 
and Barlow 2002) revealed that incest did occur in 
several of them. For example, among the Yano-
mami, Chagnon reported that “incest, far from 
being feared, is widely practiced” (1967, p. 66). 
Meyer Fortes observed about the Ashanti: “In the 
old days it [incest] was punished by death. Now-
adays the culprits are heavily fi ned” (Fortes 1950, 
p. 257). Among 24 Ojibwa individuals from whom 
he obtained information about incest, A. Irving 
Hallowell found 8 cases of parent–child incest 
and 10 cases of brother–sister incest (Hallowell 
1955, pp. 294–295).
 In ancient Egypt, sibling marriage apparently 
was allowed not just for royalty (see below) but 
for commoners as well, in at least some districts. 
Based on offi cial census records from Roman 
Egypt (fi rst to third centuries a.d.) preserved on 
papyrus, 24 percent of all documented marriages 
in the Arsinoites district were between brothers 
and sisters. In the second century a.d., the rates 

Among the Yanomami of Brazil and Venezuela (shown here), sex with (and 

marriage to) cross cousins is proper, but sex with parallel cousins is consid-

ered incestuous. With unilineal descent, sex with cross cousins isn’t incestu-

ous because cross cousins never belong to ego’s descent group.

Discovered in Egypt’s Valley of the Kings, a gold and 

silver inlaid throne from the tomb of Tutankhamun is 

now on display in Cairo’s Egyptian Museum. Sibling 

marriage was allowed not only for ancient Egyptian 

royalty but also for commoners in some regions.
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Biological Degeneration
Another theory is that the taboo emerged because 
early Homo noticed that abnormal offspring were 
born from incestuous unions (Morgan 1877/1963). 
To prevent this, our ancestors banned incest. The 
human stock produced after the taboo originated 
was so successful that it spread everywhere.
 What is the evidence for this theory? Labora-
tory experiments with animals that reproduce 
faster than humans do (such as mice and fruit 
fl ies) have been used to investigate the effects of 
inbreeding: A decline in survival and fertility does 
accompany brother–sister mating across several 
generations. However, despite the potentially 
harmful biological results of systematic inbreed-
ing, human marriage patterns are based on spe-
cifi c cultural beliefs rather than universal concerns 
about biological degeneration several generations 
in the future. Neither instinctive horror nor fear of 
biological degeneration explains the very wide-
spread custom of marrying cross cousins. Nor can 
fears about degeneration explain why breeding 
with parallel cousins but not cross cousins is so 
often tabooed.

Attempt and Contempt
Sigmund Freud is the most famous advocate of 
the theory that children have sexual feelings to-
ward their parents, which they eventually re-
press or resolve. Other scholars have looked to 
the dynamics of growing up for an explanation 
of the incest taboo. Bronislaw Malinowski be-
lieved that children would naturally seek to ex-
press their sexual feelings, particularly as they 
increased in adolescence, with members of their 
nuclear family, because of preexisting intimacy 
and affection. Yet, he thought, sex was too power-
ful a force to unleash in the family. It would 
threaten existing family roles and ties; it could 
destroy the family. Malinowski proposed that 
the incest taboo originated to direct sexual feel-
ing outside—to avoid disruption of—existing 
family structure and relations.
 The opposite theory is that children are not 
likely to be sexually attracted to those with whom 
they have grown up (Westermarck 1894). This is 
related to the idea of instinctive horror, but with-
out assuming a biological (instinctual) basis. The 
notion here is that a lifetime of living together in 
particular, nonsexual relationships would make 
the idea of sex with a family member less desir-
able. The two opposed theories are sometimes 
characterized as “familiarity breeds attempt” 
versus “familiarity breeds contempt.” One bit of 
evidence to support the contempt theory comes 
from Joseph Shepher’s (1983) study of Israeli kib-
butzim. He found that unrelated people who had 
been raised in the same kibbutz (domestic com-
munity) avoided intermarriage. They tended to 
choose their mates from outside—not because 

father–daughter incest under certain conditions 
(Russell 1986). Father–daughter incest is most 
common with stepfathers and nonbiological male 
household members, but it also happens with bi-
ological fathers, especially those who were absent 
or did little caretaking of their daughters in child-
hood (Williams and Finkelhor 1995). In a carefully 
designed study, Linda M. Williams and David 
Finkelhor (1995) found father–daughter incest to 
be least likely when there was substantial pater-
nal parenting of daughters who were four to fi ve 
years old. This experience enhanced the father’s 
parenting skills and his feelings of nurturance, 
protectiveness, and identifi cation with his daugh-
ter, thus reducing the risk of incest.
 Crosscultural fi ndings show that incest and its 
avoidance are shaped by kinship structures. 
Meigs and Barlow (2002) suggest that a cultural 
focus on risks and avoidance of father–daughter 
incest correlates with a patriarchal nuclear family 
structure, whereas the cultural focus is on avoid-
ing brother–sister incest in societies that have 
such nonnuclear structures as lineages and clans.

Instinctive Horror
It has been argued (Hobhouse 1915; Lowie 
1920/1961) that the incest taboo is universal be-
cause incest horror is instinctive: Humans have a 
genetically programmed disgust toward incest. 
Because of this feeling, early humans banned it. 
However, cultural universality doesn’t necessar-
ily entail an instinctual basis. Fire making, for ex-
ample, is a cultural universal, but it certainly isn’t 
an ability transmitted by the genes. Furthermore, 
if people really did have an instinctive horror of 
mating with blood relatives, a formal incest taboo 
would be unnecessary. No one would do it. How-
ever, as we have just seen, and as social workers, 
judges, psychiatrists, and psychologists know, in-
cest is more common than we might suppose.
 A fi nal objection to the instinctive horror the-
ory is that it can’t explain why in some societies 
people can marry their cross cousins but not their 
parallel cousins. Nor does it tell us why the Lakher 
can marry their maternal, but not their paternal, 
half-siblings. No known instinct can distinguish 
between parallel and cross cousins.
 The specifi c kin types included within the in-
cest taboo—and the taboo itself—have a cultural 
rather than a biological basis. Even among non-
human primates, there is no defi nite evidence for 
an instinct against incest. Adolescent dispersal 
does not prevent—but merely limits the frequency 
of—incestuous unions. Among humans, cultural 
traditions determine the specifi c relatives with 
whom sex is considered incestuous. They also 
deal with the people who violate prohibited rela-
tionships in different ways. Banishment, impris-
onment, death, and threats of supernatural 
retaliation are some of the punishments imposed.
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 This view emphasizes the role of marriage in 
creating and maintaining alliances. By forcing 
members to marry out, a group increases its al-
lies. Marriage within the group, by contrast, 
would isolate that group from its neighbors and 
their resources and social networks, and might 
ultimately lead to the group’s extinction. Exog-
amy and the incest taboo that propels it help ex-
plain human adaptive success. Besides the 
sociopolitical function, exogamy ensures genetic 
mixture between groups and thus maintains a 
successful human species.

ENDOGAMY
The practice of exogamy pushes social organiza-
tion outward, establishing and preserving alli-
ances among groups. In contrast, rules of 
endogamy dictate mating or marriage within a 
group to which one belongs. Formal endogamic 
rules are less common but are still familiar to 
anthropologists. Indeed, most societies are en-
dogamous units, although they usually do not 
need a formal rule requiring people to marry 
someone from their own society. In our own 
 society, classes and ethnic groups are quasi- 
endogamous groups. Members of an ethnic or 
religious group often want their children to 
marry within that group, although many of 
them do not do so. The outmarriage rate varies 
among such groups, with some more committed 
to endogamy than others are.
 Homogamy means to marry someone similar, 
as when members of the same social class inter-
marry. There’s a correlation between socioeco-
nomic status (SES) and education. People with 
similar SES tend to have similar educational as-
pirations, to attend similar schools, and to aim at 
similar careers. For example, people who meet at 
an elite private university are likely to have 
 similar backgrounds and career prospects. Ho-
mogamous marriage may work to concentrate 
wealth in social classes and to reinforce the sys-
tem of social stratifi cation. In the United States, 
for example, the rise in female employment, es-
pecially in professional careers, when coupled 
with homogamy, has dramatically increased 
household incomes in the upper classes. This 
pattern has been one factor in sharpening the 
contrast in household income between the rich-
est and poorest quintiles (top and bottom 20 per-
cent) of Americans.

Caste
An extreme example of endogamy is India’s caste 
system, which was formally abolished in 1949, al-
though its structure and effects linger. Castes are 
stratifi ed groups in which membership is ascribed 
at birth and is lifelong. Indian castes are grouped 

endogamy
Marriage of people from 
the same group.

they were related, but because their prior resi-
dential histories and roles made sex and marriage 
unappealing. Again, there is no fi nal answer to 
the question of whether people who grow up to-
gether, related or unrelated, are likely to be sexu-
ally attracted to one another. Usually they aren’t; 
sometimes they are. Incest is universally tabooed, 
but it does happen.

Marry Out or Die Out
One of the most accepted explanations for the in-
cest taboo is that it arose in order to ensure exog-
amy, to force people to marry outside their kin 
groups (Lévi-Strauss 1949/1969; Tylor 1889; 
White 1959). In this view, the taboo originated 
early in human evolution because it was adap-
tively advantageous. Marrying a close relative, 
with whom one is already on peaceful terms, 
would be counterproductive. There is more to 
gain by extending peaceful relations to a wider 
network of groups.

How many fi ngers do this Indian woman and her 

child have? Such genetically determined traits as 

polydactylism (extra fi ngers) may show up when 

there is a high incidence of endogamy. Despite the 

biological effects of inbreeding, marriage preferences 

and prohibitions are based on specifi c cultural beliefs 

rather than universal concerns about future biologi-

cal degeneration.
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children. Although Indian castes are endoga-
mous groups, many of them are internally sub-
divided into exogamous lineages. Traditionally 
this meant that Indians had to marry a member 
of another descent group from the same caste.

Royal Endogamy
Royal endogamy, based in a few societies on 
brother–sister marriage, is similar to caste endog-
amy. Inca Peru, ancient Egypt, and traditional 
Hawaii all allowed royal brother–sister marriages. 
In ancient Peru and Hawaii, such marriages were 
permitted despite the sibling incest taboo that ap-
plied to commoners in those societies.

Manifest and Latent Functions
To understand royal brother–sister marriage, it 
is useful to distinguish between the manifest 
and latent functions of customs and behavior. 
The manifest function of a custom refers to the 
reasons people in that society give for it. Its la-
tent function is an effect the custom has on the 
society that its members don’t mention or may 
not even recognize.
 Royal endogamy illustrates this distinction. 
Hawaiians and other Polynesians believed in an 
impersonal force called mana. Mana could exist 
in things or people, in the latter case marking 
them off from other people and making them sa-
cred. The Hawaiians believed that no one had as 
much mana as the ruler. Mana depended on ge-
nealogy. The person whose own mana was ex-
ceeded only by the king’s was his sibling. The 
most appropriate wife for a king was his own 
full sister. Notice that the brother–sister mar-
riage also meant that royal heirs would be as 
manaful, or sacred, as possible. The manifest 
function of royal endogamy in ancient Hawaii 
was part of that culture’s beliefs about mana and 
sacredness.
 Royal endogamy also had latent functions—
political repercussions. The ruler and his wife had 
the same parents. Since mana was believed to be 
inherited, they were almost equally sacred. When 
the king and his sister married, their children in-
disputably had the most mana in the land. No one 
could question their right to rule. But if the king 
had taken as a wife someone with less mana than 
his sister, his sister’s children eventually could 
cause problems. Both sets of children could assert 
their sacredness and right to rule. Royal sibling 
marriage therefore limited confl icts about succes-
sion by reducing the number of people with 
claims to rule. The same result would be true in 
ancient Egypt and Peru.
 Other kingdoms, including European royalty, 
also have practiced endogamy, but based on 
cousin marriage rather than sibling marriage. In 
many cases, as in Great Britain, it is specifi ed that 
the eldest child (usually the son) of the reigning 

into fi ve major categories, or varna. Each is ranked 
relative to the other four, and these categories ex-
tend throughout India. Each varna includes a large 
number of subcastes (jati), each of which includes 
people within a region who may intermarry. All 
the jati in a single varna in a given region are 
ranked, just as the varna themselves are ranked.

Occupational specialization often sets off one 
caste from another. A community may include 
castes of agricultural workers, merchants, arti-
sans, priests, and sweepers. The untouchable 
varna, found throughout India, includes subcastes 
whose ancestry, ritual status, and occupations are 
considered so impure that higher-caste people 
consider even casual contact with untouchables 

to be defi ling.
The belief that intercaste sexual unions 

lead to ritual impurity for the higher-caste 
partner has been important in maintain-
ing endogamy. A man who has sex with 
a lower-caste woman can restore his pu-
rity with a bath and a prayer. However, 
a woman who has intercourse with a 
man of a lower caste has no such re-

course. Her defi lement cannot be undone. 
Because the women have the babies, these 

differences protect the purity of the caste 
line, ensuring the pure ancestry of high-caste 

An extreme example 

of endogamy is 

 India’s caste system, 

which was formally 

abolished in 1949, al-

though its structure 

and effects linger. In 

Gadwada village, 

cobblers still make 

shoes in a traditional 

style. Here, Devi-Lal 

sits with his child as 

his wife looks on. In 

the traditional caste 

system, such cob-

blers had a higher 

status than did 

sweepers and tan-

ners, whose work is 

considered so smelly 

and dirty that they 

live at the far end of 

the village.

Map 13 shows 
organized states 
and chiefdoms 
around c.e. 1500. 
Royal endogamy was 
practiced in state-
level societies, 
including Inca, 
ancient Egypt, and 
traditional Hawaii.

anthropology ATLAS
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monarch can succeed. This custom is called primo-
geniture. Commonly, rulers have banished or 
killed claimants who rival the chosen heir.
 Royal endogamy also had a latent economic 
function. If the king and his sister had rights to 
inherit the ancestral estate, their marriage to each 
other, again by limiting the number of heirs, kept 
it intact. Power often rests on wealth, and royal 
endogamy tended to ensure that royal wealth re-
mained concentrated in the same line.

MARITAL RIGHTS AND 
SAME-SEX MARRIAGE
The British anthropologist Edmund Leach (1955) 
observed that, depending on the society, several 
different kinds of rights are allocated by marriage. 
According to Leach, marriage can, but doesn’t al-
ways, accomplish the following:

1.  Establish the legal father of a woman’s chil-
dren and the legal mother of a man’s.

2.  Give either or both spouses a monopoly on 
the sexuality of the other.

3.  Give either or both spouses rights to the la-
bor of the other.

4.  Give either or both spouses rights over the 
other’s property.

In Turkmenistan, life revolves around family and friends. Traditionally, 
Turkmen families are composed of fi ve to six members; and by custom, 
the youngest son and his family live with his parents and inherit their 

belongings. This is not to say that elder sons are relieved from family re-
sponsibilities or that daughters are forgotten: All family members have a 
responsibility to take care of their parents and show them respect. In fact, 
it is not uncommon for members of an ordinary Turkmen family to know all 
of their ancestors from the preceding seven generations. This family tree 
is known as “yedi arka” in the local language, or “seven ancestors” in 
English. In a culture with such customs and traditions, nursing homes are 
almost unheard of. Families remain close: Turkmen prefer to see each 
other, perhaps over green tea, rather than just talk on the telephone. And 
Turkmen people view their neighbors the same way as they do family. 
Whenever Turkmen families move into a new neighborhood, they always 
check on the neighbors fi rst.
 In contrast, most Americans have very little knowledge of their ances-
tors beyond the last generation or two. As a nine-year-old, I felt the same 
way many Americans do. I would have rather played with my friends than 
go through the list of my family tree. And few American couples would be 
happy living with the husband’s parents for the rest of their lives. Another 
main difference between these cultures is how often American families 
move. It is very unusual for ordinary Turkmen families to move from place 
to place, but it’s hard to fi nd any American family that has not moved at 
least once. Thanks to communication technologies, American families can 
easily stay in contact despite the distance, although not face to face, as 
Turkmen prefer. And fi nally, Americans rarely see their neighbors as part of 
their family.
 As part of their cultural concept of family, Turkmen believe it is espe-
cially important to have good kinship and clear descent in marriages. 
Whether a marriage is arranged or a matter of love, both the groom’s and 
bride’s family will learn about each other’s families, kinship, and descent. 
Further marriage arrangements will be made only if the fi ndings are satis-
factory. Americans might consider this practice prejudicial or unfair. How-
ever, as modernization spreads, cultural attitudes toward family, kinship, 
and descent may change; and the American family may not seem so alien 
to Turkmen.

Families, Kinship, and 
Descent (a Turkmen 
Student Writes)

STUDENT: Murad Kakajykov, M.A.

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: Turkmenistan

SUPERVISING PROFESSOR:  Dr. Patricia Owens, 
Wabash Valley College

SCHOOL:  University of Kentucky, Patterson School of 
Diplomacy and International Commerce

through the eyes of
OTHERSO S

This lesbian family is participating in a Gay Pride Parade to commemorate 

the Stonewall uprising of 1968 (Greenwich Village, New York City), when gay 

patrons fought back against a police raid on the Stonewall Inn. Despite re-

cent advances in gay rights, same-sex marriage remains illegal in most of 

the United States.
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In Lagos, Nigeria, 

women work with 

green vegetables in a 

bayside market. In 

parts of Nigeria, 

prominent market 

women may take a 

wife. Such marriage 

allows wealthy 

women to strengthen 

their social status 

and the economic 

importance of their 

households.
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struction of kinship, the same logic could be ap-
plied to a gay male or lesbian couple.
 Continuing with Leach’s list of the rights trans-
mitted by marriage, same-sex marriage could cer-
tainly give each spouse rights to the sexuality of the 
other. Unable to marry legally, gay men and lesbians 
have used various devices, such as mock weddings, 
to declare their commitment and desire for a mo-
nogamous sexual relationship. In April 2000, Ver-
mont passed a bill allowing same-sex couples to 
unite legally, with virtually all the benefi ts of mar-
riage. In June 2003, a court ruling established 
same-sex marriages as legal in the province of On-
tario, Canada. On June 28, 2005, Canada’s House 
of Commons voted to guarantee full marriage 
rights to same-sex couples throughout that nation. 
In the United States fi ve states—Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, Iowa, Vermont, and New Hampshire— 
allowed same-sex marriage as of 2010. Civil unions 
for same-sex couples are legal in New Jersey. In 
reaction to same-sex marriage, voters in at least 19 
U.S. states have approved measures in their state 
constitutions defi ning marriage as an exclu-
sively heterosexual union. On November 4, 2008, 
Californians voted 52 percent to 48 percent to 
override the right to same-sex marriage, which the 
courts had approved earlier that year.
 Legal same-sex marriages could easily give 
each spouse rights to the other spouse’s labor and 
its products. Some societies have allowed mar-
riage between members of the same biological 

5.  Establish a joint fund of property—a 
partnership—for the benefi t of the children.

6.  Establish a socially signifi cant “relation-
ship of affi nity” between spouses and their 
relatives.

 The discussion of same-sex marriage that fol-
lows will serve to illustrate the six rights just 
listed by seeing what happens in their absence. 
What if same-sex marriages, which by and large 
are illegal in the United States, were legal? 
Could a same-sex marriage establish legal par-
entage of children born to one or both partners 
after the partnership is formed? In the case of a 
different-sex marriage, children born to the wife 
after the marriage takes place usually are legally 
defi ned as her husband’s regardless of whether 
he is the genitor.
 Nowadays, of course, DNA testing makes it 
possible to establish paternity, just as modern re-
productive technology makes it possible for a les-
bian couple to have one or both partners artifi cially 
inseminated. If same-sex marriages were legal, 
the social construction of kinship could easily 
make both partners parents. If a Nuer woman 
married to a woman can be the pater of a child 
she did not father, why can’t two lesbians be the 
maters (socially recognized mothers) of a child to 
whom only one of them gave birth? And if a mar-
ried different-sex couple can adopt a child who 
becomes theirs through the social and legal con-

mater
Socially recognized 
mother of a child.
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other forms of wealth, they may take a wife. 
Such marriage allows the prominent woman to 
strengthen her social status and the economic im-
portance of her household (Amadiume 1987).

MARRIAGE AS 
GROUP ALLIANCE
Outside industrial societies, marriage is often 
more a relationship between groups than one be-
tween individuals. We think of marriage as an in-
dividual matter. Although the bride and groom 
usually seek their parents’ approval, the fi nal 
choice (to live together, to marry, to divorce) lies 
with the couple. The idea of romantic love sym-
bolizes this individual relationship.
 Contemporary Western societies stress the no-
tion that romantic love is necessary for a good 
marriage. Increasingly this idea characterizes 
other cultures as well. Described in this chapter’s 
“Appreciating Anthropology” is a cross-cultural 
study that found romantic ardor to be wide-
spread. The mass media and migration increas-
ingly spread Western ideas about the importance 
of love for marriage to other societies. However, 
marriages in the nonWestern societies where an-
thropology grew up, even when cemented by 
passion, remain the concern of social groups 
rather than mere individuals. The scope of mar-
riage extends from the social to the political. Stra-
tegic marriages are tried and true ways of 
establishing alliances between groups.
 People don’t just take a spouse; they assume 
obligations to a group of in-laws. When residence 
is patrilocal, for example, a woman often must 
leave the community where she was born. She 
faces the prospect of spending the rest of her life in 
her husband’s village, with his relatives. She may 
even have to transfer her major allegiance from 
her own group to her husband’s.

Bridewealth and Dowry
In societies with descent groups, people enter 
marriage not alone but with the help of the de-
scent group. Descent-group members often have 
to contribute to the bridewealth, a customary gift 
before, at, or after the marriage from the husband 
and his kin to the wife and her kin. Another word 
for bridewealth is brideprice, but this term is inac-
curate because people with the custom don’t usu-
ally regard the exchange as a sale. They don’t 
think of marriage as a commercial relationship 
between a man and an object that can be bought 
and sold.
 Bridewealth compensates the bride’s group 
for the loss of her companionship and labor. More 
important, it makes the children born to the 
woman full members of her husband’s descent 
group. For this reason, the institution is also 

bridewealth
Marital gift by husband’s 
group to wife’s group.

sex, who may, however, be considered to belong to 
a different, socially constructed, gender. Several 
Native American groups had fi gures known as ber-
daches, representing a third gender (Murray and 
Roscoe 1998). These were biological men who as-
sumed many of the mannerisms, behavior patterns, 
and tasks of women. Sometimes berdaches married 
men, who shared the products of their labor from 
hunting and fi lled traditional male roles, as the ber-
dache fulfi lled the traditional wifely role. Also, in 
some Native American cultures, a marriage of a 
“manly-hearted woman” (a third or fourth gender) 
to another woman brought the traditional male–
female division of labor to their household. The 
manly woman hunted and did other male tasks, 
while the wife played the traditional female role.
 There’s no logical reason why same-sex mar-
riage could not give spouses rights over the oth-
er’s property. But in the United States, the same 
inheritance rights that apply to male–female cou-
ples do not apply to same-sex couples. For in-
stance, even in the absence of a will, property can 
pass to a widow or a widower without going 
through probate. The wife or husband pays no 
inheritance tax. This benefi t is not available to gay 
men and lesbians.
 What about Leach’s fi fth right—to establish a 
joint fund of property—to benefi t the children? 
Here again, gay and lesbian couples are at a dis-
advantage. If there are children, property is sepa-
rately, rather than jointly, transmitted. Some 
organizations do make staff benefi ts, such as 
health and dental insurance, available to same-
sex domestic partners.
 Finally, there is the matter of establishing a so-
cially signifi cant “relationship of affi nity” between 
spouses and their relatives. In many societies, one 
of the main roles of marriage is to establish an alli-
ance between groups, in addition to the individual 
bond. Affi nals are relatives through marriage, such 
as a brother-in-law or mother-in-law. For same-sex 
couples in contemporary North America, affi nal 
relations are problematic. In an unoffi cial union, 
terms like “daughter-in-law” and “mother-in-law” 
may sound strange. Many parents are suspicious 
of their children’s sexuality and lifestyle choices 
and may not recognize a relationship of affi nity 
with a child’s partner of the same sex.
 This discussion of same-sex marriage has been 
intended to illustrate the different kinds of rights 
that typically accompany marriage by seeing 
what may happen when there is a permanent 
pair-bond without legal sanction. In just fi ve of 
the United States are such unions fully legal. As 
we have seen, same-sex marriages have been rec-
ognized in different historical and cultural set-
tings. In certain African cultures, including the 
Igbo of Nigeria and the Lovedu of South Africa, 
women may marry other women. In situations in 
which women, such as prominent market women 
in West Africa, are able to amass property and 
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Love and marriage, the song says, go together 
like a horse and carriage. But does marriage 
always imply love? The link between love and 
marriage, may or may not be a cultural univer-
sal. Described here is a cross-cultural survey, 
published in the anthropological journal Eth-
nology, which found romantic ardor to be 
widespread, perhaps universal. Previously, an-
thropologists had tended to ignore evidence for 
romantic love in other cultures, probably be-
cause arranged marriages were so common. 
Today, diffusion, mainly via the mass media, of 
Western ideas about the importance of love for 
marriage appears to be infl uencing marital de-
cisions in other cultures.

Some infl uential Western social historians 

have argued that romance was a product of 

European medieval culture that spread only 

recently to other cultures. They dismissed ro-

mantic tales from other cultures as repre-

senting the behavior of just the elites. Under 

the sway of this view, Western anthropolo-

gists did not even look for romantic love 

among the peoples they studied. But they are 

now beginning to think that romantic love is 

universal . . .

 “For decades anthropologists and other 

scholars have assumed romantic love was 

unique to the modern West,” said Dr. Leonard 

Plotnicov, an anthropologist at the University of 

Pittsburgh and editor of the journal Ethnology. 

“Anthropologists came across it in their fi eld 

work, but they rarely mentioned it because it 

wasn’t supposed to happen.”

 “Why has something so central to our cul-

ture been so ignored by anthropology?” asked 

Dr. William Jankowiak, an anthropologist at the 

University of Nevada.

 The reason, in the view of Dr. Jankowiak and 

others, is a scholarly bias throughout the social 

sciences that viewed romantic love as a luxury 

in human life, one that could be indulged only 

by people in Westernized cultures or among 

the educated elites of other societies. For ex-

ample, it was assumed in societies where life is 

hard that romantic love has less chance to 

blossom, because higher economic standards 

and more leisure time create more opportunity 

for dalliance. That also contributed to the belief 

that romance was for the ruling class, not the 

peasants.

 But, said Dr. Jankowiak, “There is romantic 

love in cultures around the world.” [In 1991] 

Dr. Jankowiak, with Dr. Edward Fischer, an an-

thropologist at Tulane University, published in 

Ethnology the fi rst cross-cultural study, sys-

tematically comparing romantic love in many 

cultures.

 In the survey of ethnographies from 166 

cultures, they found what they considered 

clear evidence that romantic love was known 

in 147 of them—89 percent. And in the other 

19 cultures, Dr. Jankowiak said, the absence 

of conclusive evidence seemed due more to 

anthropologists’ oversight than to a lack of 

romance.

 Some of the evidence came from tales about 

lovers, or folklore that offered love potions or 

other advice on making someone fall in love.

 Another source was accounts by infor-

mants to anthropologists. For example, Nisa, a 

!Kung woman among the Bushmen of the 

Kalahari, made a clear distinction between the 

affection she felt for her husband, and that she 

felt for her lovers, which was “passionate and 

exciting,” though fl eeting. Of these extramarital 

affairs, she said: “When two people come to-

gether their hearts are on fi re and their passion 

is very great. After a while the fi re cools and 

that’s how it stays.” . . .

 While fi nding that romantic love appears to 

be a human universal, Dr. Jankowiak allows 

that it is still an alien idea in many cultures that 

such infatuation has anything to do with the 

choice of a spouse.

 “What’s new in many cultures is the idea 

that romantic love should be the reason to 

marry someone,” said Dr. Jankowiak. “Some 

cultures see being in love as a state to be pit-

ied. One tribe in the mountains of Iran ridicules 

people who marry for love.”

 Of course, even in arranged marriages, part-

ners may grow to feel romantic love for each 

other. For example, among villagers in the 

Kangra valley of northern India, “people’s ro-

mantic longings and yearnings ideally would 

become focused on the person they’re matched 

with by their families,” said Dr. Kirin Narayan, an 

anthropologist at the University of Wisconsin.

 But that has begun to change, Dr. Narayan 

is fi nding, under the infl uence of popular songs 

and movies. “In these villages the elders are 

worried that the younger men and women are 

getting a different idea of romantic love, one 

where you choose a partner yourself,” said 

Dr. Narayan. “There are starting to be elope-

ments, which are absolutely scandalous.”

 The same trend toward love matches, 

rather than arranged marriages, is being noted 

by anthropologists in many other cultures. 

Among aborigines in Australia’s Outback, for 

example, marriages had for centuries been ar-

ranged when children were very young.

 That pattern was disrupted earlier in the 

last century by missionaries, who urged that 

marriage not occur until children reached ado-

lescence. Dr. Victoria Burbank, an anthropolo-

gist at the University of California at Davis, said 

that in pre-missionary days, the average age of 

a girl at marriage was always before menarche, 

sometimes as young as 9 years. Today the 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Love and Marriage
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average age at marriage is 17; girls are more 

independent by the time their parents try to 

arrange a marriage for them.

 “More and more adolescent girls are break-

ing away from arranged marriages,” said Dr. 

Burbank. “They prefer to go off into the bush 

for a ‘date’ with someone they like, get preg-

nant, and use that pregnancy to get parental 

approval for the match.”

 Even so, parents sometimes are adamant 

that the young people should not get married. 

They prefer, instead, that the girls follow the 

traditional pattern of having their mothers 

choose a husband for them.

 “Traditionally among these people, you can’t 

choose just any son-in-law,” said Dr. Burbank. 

“Ideally, the mother wants to fi nd a boy who is 

her maternal grandmother’s brother’s son, a 

pattern that insures partners are in the proper 

kin group.”

 Dr. Burbank added: “These groups have 

critical ritual functions. A marriage based on 

romantic love, which ignores what’s a proper 

partner, undermines the system of kinship, rit-

ual, and obligation.”

 Nevertheless, the rules for marriage are 

weakening. “In the grandmothers’ generation, 

all marriages were arranged. Romantic love 

had no place, though there were a few stories 

of a young man and woman in love running off 

together. But in the group I studied, in only one 

recent case did the girl marry the man selected 

for her. All the rest are love matches.” . . .

SOURCE: Daniel Goleman, “After Kinship and Marriage, 

Anthropology Discovers Love.” From The New York 

Times, November 24, 1992. © 1992 The New York 

Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission and 

protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. 

The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmis-

sion of the Material without express written permis-

sion is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

The importance of love to marriage may be worldwide in scope, but marriage always unites more than just the bride and groom. 

This Indian wedding took place during the country’s marriage season, from November to March.
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murders in the contemporary United States may 
rival the incidence of India’s dowry murders 
(Narayan 1997).
 Sati was the very rare practice through which 
widows were burned alive, voluntarily or forci-
bly, on the husband’s funeral pyre (Hawley 1994). 
Although it has become well known, sati was 
mainly practiced in a particular area of northern 
India by a few small castes. It was banned in 1829. 
Dowry murders and sati are fl agrant examples of 
patriarchy, a political system ruled by men in 
which women have inferior social and political 
status, including basic human rights.
 Bridewealth exists in many more cultures than 
dowry does, but the nature and quantity of trans-
ferred items differ. In many African societies, cat-
tle constitute bridewealth, but the number of 
cattle given varies from society to society. As the 
value of bridewealth increases, marriages become more 
stable. Bridewealth is insurance against divorce.
 Imagine a patrilineal society in which a mar-
riage requires the transfer of about 25 cattle from 
the groom’s descent group to the bride’s. Michael, 
a member of descent group A, marries Sarah from 
group B. His relatives help him assemble the 
bridewealth. He gets the most help from his close 
agnates (patrilineal relatives): his older brother, 
father, father’s brother, and closest patrilineal 
cousins.
 The distribution of the cattle once they reach 
Sarah’s group mirrors the manner in which they 
were assembled. Sarah’s father, or her oldest 

called progeny price. Rather than the woman 
herself, it is her children, or progeny, who are 
permanently transferred to the husband’s group. 
Whatever we call it, such a transfer of wealth at 
marriage is common in patrilineal groups. In 
matrilineal societies, children are members of the 
mother’s group, and there is no reason to pay a 
progeny price.
 Dowry is a marital exchange in which the 
bride’s family or kin group provides substantial 
gifts when their daughter marries. For rural 
Greece, Ernestine Friedl (1962) has described a 
form of dowry in which the bride gets a wealth 
transfer from her mother, to serve as a kind of 
trust fund during her marriage. Usually, however, 
the dowry goes to the husband’s family, and the 
custom is correlated with low female status. In 
this form of dowry, best known from India, 
women are perceived as burdens. When a man 
and his family take a wife, they expect to be com-
pensated for the added responsibility.
 Although India passed a law in 1961 against 
compulsory dowry, the practice continues. When 
the dowry is considered insuffi cient, the bride 
may be harassed and abused. Domestic violence 
can escalate to the point where the husband or his 
family burn the bride, often by pouring kerosene 
on her and lighting it, usually killing her. It should 
be pointed out that dowry doesn’t necessarily 
lead to domestic abuse. In fact, Indian dowry 
murders seem to be a fairly recent phenomenon. 
It also has been estimated that the rate of spousal 

progeny price
Marital gift by husband’s 
group to wife’s; legiti-
mizes their children.

dowry
Substantial gifts to hus-
band’s family from wife’s 
group.

Gift-giving customs 

are associated with 

marriage throughout 

the world. In this 

photo, guests bring 

presents in baskets 

to a wedding in 

Wenjiang, China.
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all her sisters are already married, another woman 
from her group may be available. Michael marries 
her, there is no need to return the bridewealth, 
and the alliance continues. The sororate exists in 
both matrilineal and patrilineal societies. In a 
matrilineal society with matrilocal postmarital 
residence, a widower may remain with his wife’s 
group by marrying her sister or another female 
member of her matrilineage sororate Widower 
marries sister of his deceased wife.

Levirate
What happens if the husband dies? In many societ-
ies, the widow may marry his brother. This custom 

brother if the father is dead, receives her bride-
wealth. He keeps most of the cattle to use as 
bridewealth for his sons’ marriages. However, a 
share also goes to everyone who will be expected 
to help when Sarah’s brothers marry.
 When Sarah’s brother David gets married, 
many of the cattle go to a third group: C, which is 
David’s wife’s group. Thereafter, they may serve 
as bridewealth to still other groups. Men con-
stantly use their sisters’ bridewealth cattle to ac-
quire their own wives. In a decade, the cattle 
given when Michael married Sarah will have been 
exchanged widely.
 In such societies, marriage entails an agree-
ment between descent groups. If Sarah and 
Michael try to make their marriage succeed but 
fail to do so, both groups may conclude that the 
marriage can’t last. Here it becomes especially 
obvious that such marriages are relationships 
between groups as well as between individuals. 
If Sarah has a younger sister or niece (her older 
brother’s daughter, for example), the concerned 
parties may agree to Sarah’s replacement by a 
kinswoman.
 However, incompatibility isn’t the main prob-
lem that threatens marriage in societies with 
bridewealth. Infertility is a more important con-
cern. If Sarah has no children, she and her group 
have not fulfi lled their part of the marriage agree-
ment. If the relationship is to endure, Sarah’s 
group must furnish another woman, perhaps her 
younger sister, who can have children. If this hap-
pens, Sarah may choose to stay with her husband. 
Perhaps she will someday have a child. If she 
does stay on, her husband will have established a 
plural marriage.
 Most nonindustrial food-producing societies, 
unlike most foraging societies and industrial na-
tions, allow plural marriages, or polygamy. There 
are two varieties; one is common, and the other is 
very rare. The more common variant is polygyny, 
in which a man has more than one wife. The rare 
variant is polyandry, in which a woman has more 
than one husband. If the infertile wife remains 
married to her husband after he has taken a sub-
stitute wife provided by her descent group, this is 
polygyny. Reasons for polygyny other than infer-
tility will be discussed shortly.

Durable Alliances
It is possible to exemplify the group-alliance na-
ture of marriage by examining still another com-
mon practice: continuation of marital alliances 
when one spouse dies.

Sororate
What happens if Sarah dies young? Michael’s 
group will ask Sarah’s group for a substitute, 
often her sister. This custom is known as the 
sororate (Figure 11.5). If Sarah has no sister or if 

plural marriage
More than two spouses 
simultaneously, aka 
polygamy.

polygyny
Man has more than one 
wife at the same time.

polyandry
Woman has more than 
one husband at the 
same time.

sororate
Widower marries sister 
of his deceased wife.

: Sarah's descent group

: Michael's descent group

Michael

Sarah

Sororate

Levirate

Sarah

Michael

FIGURE 11.5 Sororate and Levirate.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Courtship among the Dinka, www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip shows courtship practices among the Dinka, 
pastoralists of southern Sudan. It describes the 
importance of brideprice or bridewealth, customarily 
given by the family of the groom to the family of the 
bride. We also see why bridewealth is sometimes 
called progeny price. According to the Dinka, why are 
cattle and children (progeny) similar? The narrator 
claims there is no room for romance in Dinka courtship. 
Based on the “Appreciating anthropology” box titled 
“Love and Marriage” and on what you see in this clip, 
do you believe this claim to be true? The clip also 
illustrates the text’s point that marriage in such 
societies is as much a relation between groups as one 
between individuals. The Dinka have descent groups. 
Do you think they are patrilineal or matrilineal? Why? 
Among the Dinka, what are the barriers to marriage—
and to polygyny?
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which also included her daughters and their 
husbands and children. A son-in-law had no im-
portant role there; he returned to his own moth-
er’s home for his clan’s social and religious 
activities. In this matrilineal society, women 
were socially and economically secure, and the 
divorce rate was high. Consider the Hopi of 
Oraibi (Orayvi) pueblo, northeastern Arizona 
(Levy with Pepper 1992; Titiev 1992). In a study 
of the marital histories of 423 Oraibi women, 
Mischa Titiev found that 35 percent had been di-
vorced at least once. Jerome Levy found that 31 
percent of 147 adult women had been divorced 
and remarried at least once. For comparison, of 
all ever-married women in the United States, 
only 4 percent had been divorced in 1960, 10.7 
percent in 1980, and 11.5 percent in 2007. Titiev 
characterizes Hopi marriages as unstable. Part of 
this brittleness was due to confl icting loyalties to 
matrikin versus spouse. Most Hopi divorces ap-
pear to have been matters of personal choice. 
Levy generalizes that, crossculturally, high di-
vorce rates are correlated with a secure female 
economic position. In Hopi society women were 
secure in their home and land ownership and in 
the custody of their children. In addition, there 
were no formal barriers to divorce.
 Divorce is harder in a patrilineal society, espe-
cially when substantial bridewealth would have 
to be reassembled and repaid if the marriage 
failed. A woman residing patrilocally (in her hus-
band’s household and community) might be re-
luctant to leave him. Unlike the Hopi, who let the 
kids stay with the mother, in patrilineal, patrilocal 
societies, the children of divorce would be ex-
pected to remain with their father, as members of 
his patrilineage. From the women’s perspective 
this is a strong impediment to divorce.
 Political and economic factors complicate the 
divorce process. Among foragers, different factors 
tend to favor and oppose divorce. What factors 
work against durable marriages? Since foragers 
tend to lack descent groups, the political alliance 
functions of marriage are less important to them 
than they are to food producers. Foragers also 
tend to have minimal material possessions. The 
process of dissolving a joint fund of property is 
less complicated when spouses do not hold sub-
stantial resources in common. What factors favor 
marital stability among foragers? In societies 
where the family is an important year-round unit 
with a gender-based division of labor, ties be-
tween spouses tend to be durable. Also, sparse 
populations mean few alternative spouses if a 
marriage doesn’t work out. But in band-organized 
societies, foragers can always fi nd a band to join 
or rejoin if a marriage doesn’t work. And food 
producers can always draw on their descent-
group estate if a marriage fails. With patriliny, a 
woman often can return home, albeit without her 
children, and with matriliny, a man can do the 

is known as the levirate. Like the sororate, it is a 
continuation marriage that maintains the alliance 
between descent groups, in this case by replacing 
the husband with another member of his group. 
The implications of the levirate vary with age. One 
study found that in African societies, the levirate, 
though widely permitted, rarely involves cohabi-
tation of the widow and her new husband. Fur-
thermore, widows don’t automatically marry the 
husband’s brother just because they are allowed to. 
Often, they prefer to make other arrangements 
(Potash 1986).

DIVORCE
Ease of divorce varies across cultures. What fac-
tors work for and against divorce? As we’ve seen, 
marriages that are political alliances between 
groups are more diffi cult to dissolve than are mar-
riages that are more individual affairs, of concern 
mainly to the married couple and their children. 
We’ve seen that substantial bridewealth may de-
crease the divorce rate for individuals and that 
replacement marriages (levirate and sororate) 
also work to preserve group alliances. Divorce 
tends to be more common in matrilineal than in 
patrilineal societies. When residence is matrilocal 
(in the wife’s place), the wife may simply send off 
a man with whom she’s incompatible.
 Among the Hopi of the American Southwest, 
houses were owned by matrilineal clans, with 
matrilocal postmarital residence. The household 
head was the senior woman of that household, 

levirate
Widow marries brother 
of her deceased 
husband.

A Hopi woman outside her home near Monument Valley, Arizona. Among the 

Hopi, houses traditionally were owned by matrilineal clans, with matrilocal 

postmarital residence. Hopi women were socially and economically secure, 

and the divorce rate was high.
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same. Descent-group estates are not transferred 
through marriages, although movable resources 
such as bridewealth cattle certainly are.
 In contemporary Western societies, when ro-
mance fails, so may the marriage. Or it may not 
fail, if the other rights associated with marriage, 
as discussed previously in this chapter, are com-
pelling. Economic ties and obligations to kids, 
along with other factors, such as concern about 
public opinion, or simple inertia, may keep mar-
riages intact after sex, romance, and/or compan-
ionship fade. Also, even in modern societies, 
royalty, leaders, and other elites may have politi-
cal marriages similar to the arranged marriages of 
nonindustrial societies.
 In the United States, divorce fi gures have been 
kept since 1860. Divorces tend to increase after 
wars and to decrease when times are bad eco-
nomically. But with more women working out-
side the home, economic dependence on the 
husband as breadwinner is weaker, which no 
doubt facilitates a decision to divorce when a 
marriage has major problems.
 Table 11.1 is based on two measures of the di-
vorce rate. The left column shows the rate per 1,000 
people per year in the overall population. The right 
column shows the annual rate per 1,000 married 
women over the age of 15, which is the best mea-
sure of divorce. In either case, comparing 2000 with 
1960, the divorce rate more than doubled. Note 
that the rate rose slightly after World War II (1950), 
then declined a decade later (1960). The most no-
table rate rise occurred between 1960 and 1980. The 

SOURCE: S. C. Clarke, “Advance Report of Final Divorce Statistics, 
1989 and 1990,” Monthly Vital Statistics Report 43(8, 9), Hyattsville, 
MD: National Center for Health Statistics; R. Hughes, Jr., “Demo-
graphics of Divorce,” 1996, http://www.hec.ohiostate.edu/famlife/
divorce/demo.htm; National Vital Statistics Reports 54(12), 2006, 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr54/nvsr54_12.pdf; Statisti-
cal Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 77, p. 63.

TABLE 11.1 Changing Divorce Rates 
(Number per Year) in the United States, 
1940 through 2006

  DIVORCE RATE 
 DIVORCE RATE PER 1,000 
 PER 1,000 WOMEN AGED 
YEAR POPULATION 15 AND OLDER

1940 2.0   8.8

1950 2.6 10.3

1960 2.2   9.2

1970 3.5 14.9

1980 5.2 22.6

1990 4.7 20.9

2000 4.2 19.5

2006 3.6 NA

rate actually has been falling since 1980, and con-
tinued to fall between 2000 and 2005.
 Among nations, the United States has one of the 
world’s highest divorce rates. There are several 
probable causes: economic, cultural, and religious 
among them. Economically, the United States has a 
larger percentage of gainfully employed women 
than most nations have. Work outside the home 
provides a cash basis for independence, as it also 
places strains on marriage and social life for both 
partners. Culturally, Americans tend to value inde-
pendence and its modern form, self-actualization. 
Also, Protestantism (in its various guises) is the 
most common form of religion in the United States. 
Of the two major religions in the United States and 
Canada (where Catholicism predominates), Prot-
estantism has been less stringent in denouncing 
divorce than has Catholicism.

PLURAL MARRIAGES
In contemporary North America, where divorce 
is fairly easy and common, polygamy (marriage 
to more than one spouse at the same time) is 
against the law. Marriage in industrial nations 
joins individuals, and relationships between in-
dividuals can be severed more easily than can 
those between groups. As divorce grows more 
common, North Americans practice serial monog-
amy: Individuals have more than one spouse but 
never, legally, more than one at the same time. As 
stated earlier, the two forms of polygamy are po-
lygyny and polyandry. Polyandry is practiced in 
only a few cultures, notably among certain 
groups in Tibet, Nepal, and India. Polygyny is 
much more common.

Polygyny
We must distinguish between the social approval 
of plural marriage and its actual frequency in a 
particular society. Many cultures approve of a 
man having more than one wife. However, even 
when polygyny is encouraged, most men are mo-
nogamous, and polygyny characterizes only a 
fraction of the marriages. Why is this true?
 One reason is equal sex ratios. In the United 
States, about 105 males are born for every 100 fe-
males. In adulthood, the ratio of men to women 
equalizes, and eventually it reverses. The average 
North American woman outlives the average 
man. In many nonindustrial societies as well, the 
male-biased sex ratio among children reverses in 
adulthood.
 The custom of men marrying later than women 
promotes polygyny. Among the Kanuri people of 
Bornu, Nigeria, men got married between the ages 
of 18 and 30; women, between 12 and 14 (Cohen 
1967). The age difference between spouses meant 
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Diversity in marriage customs has been a 
prominent topic in anthropology since its ori-
gin. Many societies, including Turkey, that once 
allowed plural marriage have banned it. Po-
lygyny is the form of polygamy (plural mar-
riage) in which a man has more than one wife. 
Marriage usually is a domestic partnership, 
but under polygyny secondary wives may or 
may not reside near the fi rst wife. In this Turk-
ish case the fi ve wives have their own homes. 
Polygamy, although formally outlawed, has 
survived in Turkey since the Ottoman period, 
when having several wives was viewed as a 
symbol of power, wealth, and sexual prowess. 
Unlike the past, when the practice was custom-
ary (for men who could afford it) and not ille-
gal, polygamy can put contemporary women at 
risk. Because their marriages have no offi cial 
status, secondary wives who are abused or 
mistreated have no legal recourse. Like all in-
stitutions studied by anthropologists, customs 
involving plural marriage are changing in the 
contemporary world and in the context of nation-
states and globalization.

ISIKLAR, Turkey, July 6—With his 5 wives, 

55 children and 80 grandchildren, 400 sheep, 

1,200 acres of land and a small army of ser-

vants, Aga Mehmet Arslan would seem an un-

likely defender of monogamy.

 Though banned, polygamy is widespread in 

the Isiklar region. Yet if he were young again, 

said Mr. Arslan, a sprightly, potbellied, 64-year-

old Kurdish village chieftain, he would happily 

trade in his fi ve wives for one.

 “Marrying fi ve wives is not sinful, and I did 

so because to have many wives is a sign of 

power,” he said, perched on a divan in a large 

cushion-fi lled room at his house, where a por-

trait of Turkey’s fi rst president, Mustafa Kemal 

Ataturk, who outlawed polygamy in 1926, is 

prominently displayed.

 “But I wouldn’t do it again,” he added, list-

ing the challenges of having so many kin—like 

the need to build each wife a house away from 

the others to prevent friction and his struggle 

to remember all of his children’s names. “I was 

uneducated back then, and God commands us 

to be fruitful and multiply.”

 Though banned by Ataturk as part of an ef-

fort to modernize the Turkish republic and em-

power women, polygamy remains widespread 

in this deeply religious and rural Kurdish region 

of southeastern Anatolia, home to one-third of 

Turkey’s 71 million people. The practice is gen-

erally accepted under the Koran.

 Polygamy is creating cultural clashes in a 

country struggling to reconcile the secularism 

D I V E R S I T Y
Five Wives and 55 Children

appreciating

Many societies, including Turkey (as de-

scribed here), that once permitted plural 

marriage have outlawed it. The Turkish 

bride shown here—Kubra Gul, the 

daughter of Turkey’s president Abdullah 

Gul—will not have to share her bride-

groom, Mehmet Sarimermer. The photo 

shows the couple on their wedding day 

(October 14, 2007) in Istanbul.

that there were more widows than widowers. 
Most of the widows remarried, some in polygy-
nous unions. Among the Kanuri of Bornu and in 
other polygynous societies, widows made up a 
large number of the women involved in plural 
marriages (Hart, Pilling, and Goodale 1988). In 
many societies, including the Kanuri, the number 
of wives is an indicator of a man’s household pro-
ductivity, prestige, and social position (see “Ap-
preciating Diversity”). The more wives, the more 
workers. Increased productivity means more 
wealth. This wealth in turn attracts additional 
wives to the household. Wealth and wives bring 
greater prestige to the household and its head.
 If a plural marriage is to work, there needs to 
be some agreement among the existing spouses 

when another one is to be added, especially if 
they are to share the same household. In certain 
societies, the fi rst wife requests a second wife to 
help with household chores. The second wife’s 
status is lower than that of the fi rst; they are se-
nior and junior wives. The senior wife sometimes 
chooses the junior one from among her close kins-
women. Among the Betsileo of Madagascar, the 
different wives always lived in different villages. 
A man’s fi rst and senior wife, called “Big Wife,” 
lived in the village where he cultivated his best 
rice fi eld and spent most of his time. High-status 
men with several rice fi elds and multiple wives 
had households near each fi eld. They spent most 
of their time with the senior wife but visited the 
others throughout the year.
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of the republic with its Muslim traditions. It also 

risks undermining Turkey’s drive to gain entry 

into the European Union.

 “The E.U. is looking for any excuse not to let 

Turkey in, and polygamy reinforces the stereo-

type of Turkey as a backward country,” said 

Handan Coskun, director of a women’s center.

 Because polygamous marriages are not 

recognized by the state—imams who conduct 

them are subject to punishment—the wives 

have no legal status, making them vulnerable 

when marriages turn violent. Yet the local au-

thorities here typically turn a blind eye because 

the practice is viewed as a tradition. . . .

 In Turkey, polygamy experts explain the 

practice as a hangover from the Ottoman pe-

riod, when harem culture abounded and hav-

ing several wives was viewed as a symbol of 

infl uence, sexual prowess and wealth.

 Remzi Otto, a sociology professor at Dicle 

University in Diyarbakir, who conducted a sur-

vey of 50 polygamous families, said some men 

took second wives if their fi rst wives could not 

conceive sons. Some also take widowed 

women and orphan girls as second wives to 

give them a social safety net. Love, he added, 

can also play a role.

 “Many men in this region are forced into 

marriages when they are as young as 13, so 

fi nding their own wife is a way to rebel and 

express their independence,” he said.

 Isiklar, the remote village where Mr. Arslan 

is the aga, or chief, can be found at the end of 

a long dirt road, surrounded by sweeping ver-

dant fi elds. Most of the local residents share 

the surname Arslan, which means lion in 

Turkish and connotes virility.

 Mr. Arslan said he regretted his multiple mar-

riages and had forbidden his sons to take more 

than one wife. He is also educating his daugh-

ters. “I have done nothing shameful,” he said. “I 

don’t drink. I treat everyone with respect. But 

having so many wives can create problems.”

 His biggest headache, he said, stems from 

jealousy among the wives, the fi rst of whom he 

married out of love. “My rule is to behave 

equally toward all of my wives,” he said. “But 

the fi rst wife was very, very jealous when the 

second wife came. When the third arrived, the 

fi rst two created an alliance against her. So I 

have to be a good diplomat.”

 Mr. Arslan, who owns land, real estate and 

shops throughout the region, said the fi nancial 

burden of so many offspring could be over-

whelming. “When I go to the shoe shop, I buy 

100 pairs of shoes at a time,” he said. “The clerk 

at the store thinks I’m a shoe salesman and 

tells me to go visit a wholesaler.”

 He also has trouble keeping track of his 

children. He recently saw two boys fi ghting in 

the street and told them they would bring 

shame on their families. “Do you not recognize 

me?” one replied. “I am your son.” . . .

 Women’s groups say polygamy is putting 

women at risk. “These women can be abused, 

raped, mistreated, and because their mar-

riages are not legal, they have nowhere to 

turn,” said Ms. Coskun, the director of the 

women’s center, which has opened bread-

making factories in poor rural areas where 

women can work and take classes on wom-

en’s rights. . . .

 Back in Isiklar, Mr. Arslan acknowledged 

that polygamy was an outmoded practice. 

“God has been giving to me because I am giv-

ing to my family,” he said. “But if you want to be 

happy, marry one wife.”

SOURCE: Dan Bilefsky, “Polygamy Fosters Culture 

Clashes (and Regrets) in Turkey.” From The New York 

Times, July 10, 2006. © 2006 The New York Times. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission and pro-

tected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. 

The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmis-

sion of the Material without express written permis-

sion is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

 Plural wives can play important political roles 
in nonindustrial states. The king of the Merina, a 
society with more than one million people in the 
highlands of Madagascar, had palaces for each of 
his 12 wives in different provinces. He stayed 
with them when he traveled through the king-
dom. They were his local agents, overseeing and 
reporting on provincial matters. The king of 
Buganda, the major precolonial state of Uganda, 
took hundreds of wives, representing all the clans 
in his nation. Everyone in the kingdom became 
the king’s in-law, and all the clans had a chance to 
provide the next ruler. This was a way of giving 
the common people a stake in the government.
 These examples show that there is no single 
explanation for polygyny. Its context and function 

vary from society to society and even within the 
same society. Some men are polygynous because 
they have inherited a widow from a brother (the 
levirate). Others have plural wives because they 
seek prestige or want to increase household pro-
ductivity. Still others use marriage as a political 
tool or a means of economic advancement. Men 
and women with political and economic ambi-
tions cultivate marital alliances that serve their 
aims. In many societies, including the Betsileo of 
Madagascar and the Igbo of Nigeria, women ar-
range the marriages.
 Like all institutions studied by anthropolo-
gists, customs involving plural marriage are 
changing in the contemporary world and in the 
context of nation-states and globalization. This 
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the world’s polyandrous peoples live in South 
Asia—Tibet, Nepal, India, and Sri Lanka. In some 
of these areas, polyandry seems to be a cultural 
adaptation to mobility associated with custom-
ary male travel for trade, commerce, and military 
operations. Polyandry ensures there will be at 
least one man at home to accomplish male activi-
ties within a gender-based division of labor. Fra-
ternal polyandry is also an effective strategy 
when resources are scarce. Brothers with limited 
resources (in land) pool their resources in ex-
panded (polyandrous) households. They take 
just one wife. Polyandry restricts the number of 
wives and heirs. Less competition among heirs 
means that land can be transmitted with minimal 
fragmentation.

chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity” focuses on 
changing marriage customs in Turkey. Tradition-
ally, polygyny has been allowed there for men who 
could afford multiple wives and many children. 
Polygyny now is outlawed, but it still is practiced. 

Because polygynous unions now lack legal 
status, secondary wives are at risk if 

their husband mistreats, ne-
glects, or leaves them.

Polyandry
Polyandry is rare 
and is practiced un-
der very specifi c 
conditions. Most of 

This polygynous 

family includes two 

wives, six children, 

and one husband, 

all members of the 

Uighur ethnic group. 

They sit in front of 

their house at the 

Buzak Commune, 

near Khotan, 

Xinjiang Province, 

People’s Republic of 

China. Would you 

expect most mar-

riages to be polygy-

nous in a society 

that allows 

polygyny?

status, second
their hu

glects,

P

Acing the 
COURSE

1.  Marriage, which is usually a form of domestic 
partnership, is hard to defi ne. All societies have 
some kind of incest taboo. Human behavior with 
respect to mating with close relatives may express 
a generalized primate tendency, illustrating both 
urges and avoidance. But types, risks, and avoid-

ance of incest also refl ect specifi c kinship struc-
tures. A cultural focus on father–daughter incest 
may correlate with a patriarchal nuclear family 
structure, whereas the cultural focus is on avoid-
ing brother–sister incest in societies with lineages 
and clans.

Summary
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spouse’s relatives. Some of these rights may be es-
tablished by same-sex domestic partnerships.

5.  In societies with descent groups, marriages are 
relationships between groups as well as between 
spouses. With the custom of bridewealth, the 
groom and his relatives transfer wealth to the 
bride and her relatives. As the bridewealth’s value 
increases, the divorce rate declines. Bridewealth 
customs show that marriages among nonindus-
trial food producers create and maintain group 
alliances. So do the sororate, by which a man mar-
ries the sister of his deceased wife, and the levi-
rate, by which a woman marries the brother of 
her deceased husband.

6.  The ease and frequency of divorce vary across 
cultures. Political, economic, social, cultural, and 
religious factors affect the divorce rate. When 
marriage is a matter of intergroup alliance, as is 
typically true in societies with descent groups, di-
vorce is less common. A large fund of joint prop-
erty also complicates divorce.

7.  Many societies permit plural marriages. The two 
kinds of polygamy are polygyny and polyandry. 
The former involves multiple wives; the latter, 
multiple husbands. Polygyny is much more com-
mon than is polyandry.

2.  The following are some of the explanations that 
have been offered for the incest taboo: (1) It codi-
fi es instinctive horror of incest, (2) it expresses 
concern about the biological effects of incestuous 
unions, (3) it refl ects feelings of attraction or aver-
sion that develop as one grows up in a household, 
and (4) it has an adaptive advantage because it 
promotes exogamy, thereby increasing networks 
of friends and allies.

3.  Exogamy extends social and political ties out-
ward. This is confi rmed by a consideration of en-
dogamy—marriage within the group. Endogamic 
rules are common in stratifi ed societies. One ex-
treme example is India, where castes are the en-
dogamous units. Castes are subdivided into 
exogamous descent groups. The same culture can 
therefore have both endogamic and exogamic 
rules. Certain ancient kingdoms encouraged royal 
incest while condemning incest by commoners.

4.  The discussion of same-sex marriage, which, by 
and large, is illegal in contemporary North Amer-
ica, illustrates the various rights that go along with 
different-sex marriages. Marriage establishes the 
legal parents of children. It gives each spouse rights 
to the sexuality, labor, and property of the other. 
And it establishes a socially signifi cant “relation-
ship of affi nity” between each spouse and the other 
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Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. This chapter on marriage describes the example 
of marital unions between women in the Nuer 
community of Sudan. These unions are sym-
bolic and social relationships rather than sexual 
ones, as in the case of a woman who marries 
another woman if her father has only daughters 
but no male heirs, who are necessary if his 
patrilineage is to survive. The “wife” can then 
have sex with another man until she gets preg-
nant. The resulting children are accepted as the 
offspring of both the female husband and the 
wife. Examples like this one highlight
a. how some societies need a better educa-

tional system to teach people about proper 
kinship relationships.

b. how some societies suffer from the lack of 
male fathers.

c. how despite appearances, marriage has lit-
tle to do with wealth and it is really all 
about sex.

d. how kinship relationships take different 
meanings in different social contexts; they 
are socially constructed.

e. how some societies could benefi t from ex-
posure to modernity.

 2. How is exogamy adaptive?
a. It increases the likelihood that disadvanta-

geous alleles will fi nd phenotypic expres-
sion and thus be eliminated from the 
population.

b. It impedes peaceful relations among social 
groups and therefore promotes population 
expansion.

c. It was an important causal factor in the ori-
gin of the state.

Test 
Yourself!

kot16988_ch11_260-283.indd Page 281  1/9/10  2:45:00 AM user-f472kot16988_ch11_260-283.indd Page 281  1/9/10  2:45:00 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles
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 7. Among some Native American groups, fi gures 
known as berdaches were biological men who 
assumed the behavior and tasks of women. 
Sometimes they married men and together they 
would share the products of each other’s labor 
in the same way that different-sex marriages 
do. This example illustrates
a. how Arizona is one of many states that rec-

ognize same-sex marriages in the United 
States.

b. how, if legal, same-sex marriages could 
easily give each spouse rights to the other 
spouse’s labor and its products.

c. the rare social phenomenon of polyandry.
d. how same-sex marriages make good eco-

nomic sense.
e. how Edmund Leach was wrong to suggest 

that all societies defi ne marriage similarly.

 8. Which of the following statements about di-
vorce is not true?
a. Divorce is more common now than it was a 

century ago.
b. The more substantial the joint property, the 

more complicated the divorce.
c. Divorce is unique to industrialized 

nation-states.
d. Divorce is harder in a patrilineal society.
e. Substantial bridewealth may decrease the 

divorce rate.

 9. Which of the following is not a form of 
polygamy?
a. a man who has three wives
b. a woman who has three husbands, all of 

whom are brothers
c. a man who marries, then divorces, then 

marries again, then divorces again, then 
marries again, each time to a different 
woman

d. a man who has three wives, all of whom 
are sisters

e. a man who has two wives, one of whom is 
biologically female, while the other is bio-
logically male, but is regarded as having 
the spirit of a woman

10. Which of the following statements about mar-
riage is true?
a. It must involve at least one biological male 

and at least one biological female.
b. It involves a woman and the genitor of her 

children.
c. It always involves a priest.
d. Rings must be exchanged.
e. It is a cultural universal.

d. It is not adaptive; it is just a culture 
construction.

e. It increases the number of individuals on 
whom one can rely in time of need.

 3. Who are your cross cousins?
a. the children of your mother’s brother or 

your father’s sister
b. the children of your mother’s sister or your 

father’s brother
c. your father’s cousins’ children
d. your mother’s cousins’ children
e. your cousins of the opposite sex

 4. Among the Yanomami, as in many societies 
with unilineal descent, sex with cross cousins is 
proper but sex with parallel cousins is consid-
ered incestuous. Why?
a. The Yanomami consider parallel cousins to 

be relatives, whereas cross cousins are ac-
tual or potential affi nals.

b. Among the Yanomami, the cross cousins 
are actually the parallel cousins.

c. The Yanomami, as well as members of 
other societies with unilineal descent, share 
a gene that impedes them from having sex 
with parallel cousins.

d. This behavior is a human universal ex-
plained by Freud’s theory of attempt and 
contempt.

e. The Yanomami consider cross cousins 
closer relatives than all other kin.

 5. Among social scientists, which is the most ac-
cepted explanation for the incest taboo?
a. instinctive horror caused by genes
b. marry out or die out
c. the widespread fear of biological 

degeneration
d. attempt or contempt
e. genetically determined attraction for those 

most different from ourselves

 6. Some Polynesian communities believe in the 
impersonal force called mana and that having 
high levels of mana marks people as sacred. 
The practice of royal endogamy was one way 
of making sure that this impersonal force re-
mained within the ruling class. What type of 
explanation is this?
a. a latent function, the explanation investiga-

tors give for people’s customs
b. an affi nal function that encourages the ex-

tension of affi nal bonds to an ever-widen-
ing circle of people

c. a genetic explanation
d. a manifest function, the explanations peo-

ple give for their customs
e. an etic explanation
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FILL IN THE BLANK

1. The term  refers to the biological father of a child, while  is the term anthropologists use 
to identify ego’s socially recognized father.

2.  refers to the culturally sanctioned practice of marrying someone within a group to which one 
belongs.

3.  is a marital exchange in which the bride’s family or kin group provides substantial gifts when 
their daughter marries. This custom is correlated with  female status.

4. When a widower marries a sister of his deceased wife, this is called a .

5. The custom called  occurs when a widow marries a brother of her deceased husband.
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Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

Multiple Choice: 1. (D); 2. (E); 3. (A); 4. (A); 5. (B); 6. (D); 7. (B); 8. (C); 9. (C); 10. (E); Fill in the Blank: 1. genitor, pater; 2. Endogamy; 
3. Dowry, low; 4. sororate; 5. evirate

CRITICAL THINKING

1. What is homogamy? In countries such as the United States, what are the social and economic implica-
tions of homogamy (especially when coupled with other trends such as the rise of female employment)?

2. What is bridewealth? What else is it called and why? Do you have anything like it in your society? Why 
or why not?

3. According to Edmund Leach (1955), depending on the society, several different kinds of rights are allo-
cated by marriage. What are these rights? Which among these rights do you consider more fundamental 
than others in your defi nition of marriage? Which ones can you do without? Why?

4. Outside industrial societies, marriage is often more a relationship between groups than one between indi-
viduals. What does this mean? What are some examples of this?

5. Divorce tends to be more common in matrilineal than in patrilineal societies. Why?
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A softball game featuring 

monks from the Gampo 

Abbey, Cape Breton Island, 

Nova Scotia, Canada. Magic 

and religion can blend into 

sports.

What is religion, and 

what are its various 

forms, social 

correlates, and 

functions?

What is ritual, and 

what are its various 

forms and 

expressions?

What role does 

religion play in 

maintaining and 

changing societies?

kot16988_ch12_284-309.indd Page 284  1/9/10  2:49:51 AM user-f472kot16988_ch12_284-309.indd Page 284  1/9/10  2:49:51 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



Religion 

kot16988_ch12_284-309.indd Page 285  1/9/10  2:50:23 AM user-f472kot16988_ch12_284-309.indd Page 285  1/9/10  2:50:23 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



understanding OURSELVES

ch
ap

te
r 

o
ut

lin
e

WHAT IS RELIGION?

ORIGINS, FUNCTIONS, 
AND EXPRESSIONS 
OF RELIGION

Animism

Mana and Taboo

Magic and Religion

Anxiety, Control, Solace

Rituals

Rites of Passage

Totemism

RELIGION AND 
CULTURAL ECOLOGY

Sacred Cattle in India

SOCIAL CONTROL

KINDS OF RELIGION

RELIGION IN STATES

Protestant Values and the 
Rise of Capitalism

WORLD RELIGIONS

RELIGION AND 
CHANGE

Revitalization Movements

Syncretisms

Antimodernism and 
Fundamentalism

A New Age

SECULAR RITUALS

sailing magic, baseball magic serves to reduce 

psychological stress, creating an illusion of 

control when real control is lacking.

 In several publications about baseball, the 

anthropologist George Gmelch makes use of 

Malinowski’s observation that magic is most 

common in situations dominated by chance 

and uncertainty. All sorts of magical behaviors 

surround pitching and batting, which are full of 

uncertainty. There are fewer rituals for fi elding, 

over which players have more control. (Batting 

averages of .350 or higher are very rare after a 

full season, but a fi elding percentage below 

.900 is a disgrace.) Especially obvious are the 

rituals (like the spitting) of pitchers, who may: 

tug their cap between pitches, spit in a particu-

lar direction, magically manipulate the resin 

bag, talk to the ball, or wash their hands after 

giving up a run. Batters have their rituals, too. It 

isn’t uncommon to see Minnesota Twins out-

fi elder Carlos Gomez kiss his bat, which he 

likes to talk to, smell, threaten—and reward 

when he gets a hit. Another batter routinely 

would spit, then ritually touch his gob with his 

bat, to enhance his success at the plate.

 Humans use tools to accomplish a lot, but 

technology still doesn’t let us “have it all.” To 

keep hope alive in situations of uncertainty, 

and for outcomes we can’t control, all societ-

ies draw on magic and religion as sources of 

nonmaterial comfort, explanation, and control. 

What are your rituals?

H ave you ever noticed how much 

baseball players spit? Outside 

baseball—even among other 

male sports fi gures—spitting is 

considered impolite. Football players, with 

their customary headgear, don’t spit, nor do 

basketball players, who might slip on the court. 

No spitting by Roger Federer, Tiger Woods, Paul 

or Morgan Hamm, or Michael Phelps. Not even 

Mark Spitz (a swimmer turned dentist). But 

watch any baseball game for a few innings and 

you’ll see spitting galore. Since pitchers appear 

to be the spitting champions, the custom likely 

originated on the mound. It continues today as 

a carryover from the days when pitchers rou-

tinely chewed tobacco, believing that nicotine 

enhanced their concentration and effective-

ness. The spitting custom spread to other play-

ers, who unabashedly spew saliva from the 

outfi eld to the dugout steps.

 For the student of custom, ritual, and magic, 

baseball is an especially interesting game, to 

which lessons from anthropology are easily ap-

plied. The pioneering anthropologist Bronislaw 

Malinowski, writing about Pacifi c Islanders 

rather than baseball players, noted they had 

developed all sorts of magic to use in sailing, a 

hazardous activity. He proposed that when 

people face conditions they can’t control (e.g., 

wind and weather), they turn to magic. Magic, 

in the form of rituals, taboos, and sacred ob-

jects, is particularly evident in baseball. Like 

WHAT IS RELIGION?
The anthropologist Anthony F. C. Wallace 
defi ned religion as “belief and ritual con-
cerned with supernatural beings, powers, 
and forces” (1966, p. 5). The supernatural is 
the extraordinary realm outside (but be-

lieved to impinge on) the observable world. 
It is nonempirical and inexplicable in ordi-
nary terms. It must be accepted “on faith.” 
Supernatural beings—gods and goddesses, 
ghosts, and souls—are not of the material 
world. Nor are supernatural forces, some 
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of which may be wielded by beings. Other sacred 
forces are impersonal; they simply exist. In many 
societies, however, people believe they can benefi t 
from, become imbued with, or manipulate super-
natural forces (see Bowie 2006; Crapo 2003).
 Another defi nition of religion (Reese 1999) fo-
cuses on bodies of people who gather together 
regularly for worship. These congregants or adher-
ents subscribe to and internalize a common system 
of meaning. They accept (adhere to or believe in) a 
set of doctrines involving the relationship between 
the individual and divinity, the supernatural, or 
whatever is taken to be the ultimate nature of real-
ity. Anthropologists have stressed the collective, 
shared, and enacted nature of religion, the emo-
tions it generates, and the meanings it embodies. 
Émile Durkheim (1912/2001), an early scholar of 
religion, stressed religious effervescence, the bub-
bling up of collective emotional intensity gener-
ated by worship. Victor Turner (1969/1995) 
updated Durkheim’s notion, using the term com-
munitas, an intense community spirit, a feeling of 
great social solidarity, equality, and togetherness. 
The word religion derives from the Latin religare, 
“to tie, to bind,” but it is not necessary for all the 
members of a given religion to meet together as a 
common body. Subgroups meet regularly at local 
congregation sites. They may attend occasional 
meetings with adherents representing a wider re-
gion. And they may form an imagined community 
with people of similar faith throughout the world.
 Like ethnicity and language, religion also is as-
sociated with social divisions within and between 
societies and nations. Religion both unites and di-
vides. Participation in common rites may affi rm, 
and thus maintain, the social solidarity of one re-
ligion’s adherents. However, as we know from 
daily headlines, religious difference also may be 
associated with bitter enmity.
 In studying religion crossculturally, anthropol-
ogists pay attention to the social nature and roles 
of religion as well as to the nature, content, and 
meaning to people of religious doctrines, acts, 
events, settings, practitioners, and organizations. 
We also consider such verbal manifestations of re-
ligious beliefs as prayers, chants, myths, texts, and 
statements about ethics and morality. Religion, by 
either defi nition offered here, exists in all human 
societies. It is a cultural universal. However, we’ll 
see that it isn’t always easy to distinguish the su-
pernatural from the natural and that different soci-
eties conceptualize divinity, supernatural entities, 
and ultimate realities very differently.

ORIGINS, FUNCTIONS, AND 
EXPRESSIONS OF RELIGION
When did religion begin? No one knows for sure. 
There are suggestions of religion in Neandertal 
burials and on European cave walls, where 

communitas
Intense feeling of social 
solidarity.

painted stick fi gures may represent shamans, 
early religious specialists. Nevertheless, any state-
ment about when, where, why, and how religion 
arose, or any description of its original nature, can 
only be speculative. However, although such 
speculations are inconclusive, many have re-
vealed important functions and effects of religious 
behavior. Several theories will be examined now.

Animism
The founder of the anthropology of religion was 
the Englishman Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1871/ 
1958). Religion was born, Tylor thought, as people 
tried to understand conditions and events they 
could not explain by reference to daily experience. 
Tylor believed that our ancestors—and contempo-
rary nonindustrial peoples—were particularly in-
trigued with death, dreaming, and trance. In 
dreams and trances, people see images they may 
remember when they wake up or come out of the 
trance state.
 Tylor concluded that attempts to explain 
dreams and trances led early humans to believe 
that two entities inhabit the body: one active dur-
ing the day and the other—a double or soul—active 
during sleep and trance states. Although they 
never meet, they are vital to each other. When the 
double permanently leaves the body, the person 
dies. Death is departure of the soul. From the Latin 
for soul, anima, Tylor named this belief animism. 
The soul was one sort of spiritual entity; people 
remembered various images from their dreams 
and trances—other spirits. For Tylor, animism, the 
earliest form of religion, was a belief in spiritual 
beings.
 Tylor proposed that religion evolved through 
stages, beginning with animism. Polytheism (the 
belief in multiple gods) and then monotheism (the 
belief in a single, all-powerful deity) developed 
later. Because religion originated to explain things 
people didn’t understand, Tylor thought it would 
decline as science offered better explanations. To 
an extent, he was right. We now have scientifi c 
explanations for many things that religion once 
elucidated. Nevertheless, because religion per-
sists, it must do something more than explain the 
mysterious. It must, and does, have other func-
tions and meanings.

Mana and Taboo
Besides animism—and sometimes coexisting with 
it in the same society—is a view of the supernatu-
ral as a domain of raw impersonal power, or force, 
that people can control under certain conditions. 
(You’d be right to think of Star Wars.) Such a con-
ception of the supernatural is particularly promi-
nent in Melanesia, the area of the South Pacifi c 
that includes Papua New Guinea and adjacent 
 islands. Melanesians believed in mana, a sacred 

animism
Belief in souls or 
doubles.

mana
Impersonal sacred force, 
so named in Melanesia 
and Polynesia.

religion
Belief and ritual con-
cerned with supernatural 
beings, powers, and 
forces.
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Map 15 shows the 
spatial distribution of 
world religions.

anthropology ATLAS amulet belonging to a successful hunter might 
transmit the hunter’s mana to the next person 
who held or wore it. A woman might put a rock 
in her garden, see her yields improve dramati-
cally, and attribute the change to the force con-
tained in the rock.
 Beliefs in manalike forces are widespread, al-
though the specifi cs of the religious doctrines 
vary. Consider the contrast between mana in 
Melanesia and Polynesia (the islands included in 
a triangular area marked by Hawaii to the north, 
Easter Island to the east, and New Zealand to the 
southwest). In Melanesia, one could acquire mana 
by chance or by working hard to get it. In Polynesia, 
however, mana wasn’t potentially available to 
everyone but was attached to political offi ces. 
Chiefs and nobles had more mana than ordinary 
people did.
 So charged with mana were the highest chiefs 
that contact with them was dangerous to the 
commoners. The mana of chiefs fl owed out of 
their bodies wherever they went. It could infect 
the ground, making it dangerous for others to 
walk in the chief’s footsteps. It could permeate 
the containers and utensils chiefs used in eating. 
Contact between chief and commoners was dan-
gerous because mana could have an effect like 
an electric shock. Because high chiefs had so 
much mana, their bodies and possessions were 
taboo (set apart as sacred and off-limits to ordi-
nary people). Contact between a high chief and 
commoners was forbidden. Because ordinary 
people couldn’t bear as much sacred current as 

royalty could, when commoners 
were accidentally exposed, purifi -
cation rites were necessary.
 One role of religion is to explain 
(see Horton 1993). A belief in souls 
explains what happens in sleep, 
trance, and death. Melanesian mana 
explains differential success that 
people can’t understand in ordi-
nary, natural terms. People fail at 
hunting, war, or gardening not be-
cause they are lazy, stupid, or inept 
but because success comes—or 
doesn’t come—from the supernatu-
ral world.
 The beliefs in spiritual beings 
(e.g., animism) and supernatural 
forces (e.g., mana) fi t within the defi -
nition of religion given at the begin-
ning of this chapter. Most religions 
include both spirits and impersonal 
forces. Likewise, the supernatural 
beliefs of contemporary North 
Americans include beings (gods, 
saints, souls, demons) and forces 
(charms, talismans, crystals, and sa-
cred objects).

taboo
Sacred and forbidden; 
prohibition backed by 
supernatural sanctions.

impersonal force existing in the universe. 
Mana can reside in people, animals, 
plants, and objects.

Melanesian mana was similar to our 
notion of effi cacy or luck. Melanesians 

attributed success to mana, which people 
could acquire or manipulate in different ways, 

such as through magic. Objects with mana could 
change someone’s luck. For example, a charm or 

Illustrating baseball magic, Minnesota Twins outfi elder Carlos Gomez kisses his bat, which he 

likes to talk to, smell, threaten–and reward when he gets a hit. 

Ancient Greek polytheism is illustrated by this image of Apollo, with a lyre, 

and Artemis, sacrifi cing over an altar fi re. The red-fi gured terra-cotta vessel 

dates to 490–480 b.c.e.
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and the fi sh supply, they turn to magic. People 
may call on magic when they come to a gap in 
their knowledge or powers of practical control 
yet have to continue in a pursuit (Malinowski 
1931/1978).
 Malinowski noted that it was only when con-
fronted by situations they could not control that 
Trobrianders, out of psychological stress, turned 
from technology to magic. Despite our improv-
ing technical skills, we can’t control every 
 outcome, and magic persists in contemporary 
societies. As was discussed in “Understanding 
Ourselves,” magic is particularly evident in 
baseball, where George Gmelch (1978, 2001) de-
scribes a series of rituals, taboos, and sacred 
 objects. Like Trobriand sailing magic, these be-
haviors serve to reduce psychological stress, cre-
ating an illusion of magical control when real 
control is lacking. Even the best pitchers have off 
days and bad luck. Gmelch’s conclusions con-
fi rm Malinowski’s that magic is most prevalent 
in situations of chance and uncertainty, espe-
cially pitching and batting. 
 According to Malinowski, magic is used to es-
tablish control, but religion “is born out of . . . the 
real tragedies of human life” (1931/1978, p. 45). 
Religion offers emotional comfort, particularly 
when people face a crisis. Malinowski saw tribal 
religions as concerned mainly with organizing, 
commemorating, and helping people get through 
such life events as birth, puberty, marriage, and 
death.

Magic and Religion
Magic refers to supernatural techniques 
intended to accomplish specifi c aims. 
These techniques include spells, formu-
las, and incantations used with deities 
or with impersonal forces. Magicians 
use imitative magic to produce a desired 
effect by imitating it. If magicians wish 
to injure or kill someone, they may imi-
tate that effect on an image of the victim. 
Sticking pins in “voodoo dolls” is an ex-
ample. With contagious magic, whatever 
is done to an object is believed to affect a 
person who once had contact with it. 
Sometimes practitioners of contagious 
magic use body products from prospec-
tive victims—their nails or hair, for ex-
ample. The spell performed on the body 
product is believed to reach the person 
eventually and work the desired result. 
We fi nd magic in cultures with diverse 
religious beliefs. It can be associated 
with animism, mana, polytheism, or 
monotheism. Magic is neither simpler 
nor more primitive than animism or the 
belief in mana.

Anxiety, Control, Solace
Religion and magic don’t just explain things and 
help people accomplish goals. They also enter 
the realm of human feelings. In other words, 
they serve emotional needs as well as cognitive 
(e.g., explanatory) ones. For example, supernat-
ural beliefs and practices can help reduce anxi-
ety. Magical techniques can dispel doubts that 
arise when outcomes are beyond human control. 
Similarly, religion helps people face death and 
endure life crises.
 Although all societies have techniques to deal 
with everyday matters, there are certain aspects 
of people’s lives over which they lack control. 
When people face uncertainty and danger, ac-
cording to Malinowski, they turn to magic.

[H]owever much knowledge and science help 
man in allowing him to obtain what he wants, 
they are unable completely to control chance, 
to eliminate accidents, to foresee the unex-
pected turn of natural events, or to make hu-
man handiwork reliable and adequate to all 
practical requirements. (Malinowski 1931/ 
1978, p. 39)

 As was discussed in this chapter’s “Under-
standing Ourselves,” Malinowski found that the 
Trobriand Islanders used a variety of magical 
practices when they went on sailing expeditions, a 
hazardous activity. He proposed that because peo-
ple can’t control matters such as wind, weather, 

magic
Using supernatural tech-
niques to accomplish 
specifi c aims.

Trobriand Islanders prepare a traditional trading canoe for use in the Kula, which is a 

regional exchange system. The woman brings trade goods in a basket, while the men 

prepare the long canoe to set sail. Magic is often associated with uncertainty, such as 

sailing in unpredictable waters.
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something, but ritual performers—who make up 
congregations—are in earnest. Rituals convey in-
formation about the participants and their tradi-
tions. Repeated year after year, generation after 
generation, rituals translate enduring messages, 
values, and sentiments into action.
 Rituals are social acts. Inevitably, some partici-
pants are more committed than others are to the 
beliefs that lie behind the rites. However, just by 
taking part in a joint public act, the performers 
signal that they accept a common social and 
moral order, one that transcends their status as 
individuals.

Rites of Passage
Magic and religion, as Malinowski noted, can re-
duce anxiety and allay fears. Ironically, beliefs 
and rituals also can create anxiety and a sense of 
insecurity and danger (Radcliffe-Brown 1962/ 
1965). Anxiety may arise because a rite exists. In-
deed, participation in a collective ritual may build 
up stress, whose common reduction, through the 
completion of the ritual, enhances the solidarity 
of the participants.
 Rites of passage, for example, the collective 
circumcision of teenagers, can be very stressful 
(Gennep 1960). The traditional vision quests of Na-
tive Americans, particularly the Plains Indians, il-
lustrate rites of passage (customs associated with 
the transition from one place or stage of life to an-
other), which are found throughout the world. 
Among the Plains Indians, to move from boyhood 
to manhood, a youth temporarily separated from 
his community. After a period of isolation in the 
wilderness, often featuring fasting and drug con-
sumption, the young man would see a vision, 
which would become his guardian spirit. He would 
then return to his community as an adult.
 The rites of passage of contemporary cultures 
include confi rmations, baptisms, bar and bat 
mitzvahs, and fraternity hazing. Passage rites in-
volve changes in social status, such as from boy-
hood to manhood and from nonmember to 
sorority sister. There are also rites and rituals in 
our business and corporate lives. Examples in-
clude promotion and retirement parties. More 
generally, a rite of passage may mark any change 
in place, condition, social position, or age.
 All rites of passage have three phases: separa-
tion, liminality, and incorporation. In the fi rst phase, 
people withdraw from the group and begin mov-
ing from one place or status to another. In the third 
phase, they reenter society, having completed the 
rite. The liminal phase is the most interesting. It is 
the period between states, the limbo during which 
people have left one place or state but haven’t yet 
entered or joined the next (Turner 1969/1995).
 Liminality always has certain characteristics. 
Liminal people occupy ambiguous social posi-
tions. They exist apart from ordinary distinctions 

Rituals
Several features distinguish rituals from other 
kinds of behavior (Rappaport 1974). Rituals are 
formal—stylized, repetitive, and stereotyped. 
People perform them in special (sacred) places 
and at set times. Rituals include liturgical orders—
sequences of words and actions invented prior to 
the current performance of the ritual in which 
they occur.
 These features link rituals to plays, but there 
are important differences. Plays have audiences 
rather than participants. Actors merely portray 

ritual
Formal, repetitive, 
 stereotyped behavior; 
based on a liturgical 
order.

rites of passage
Rites marking transitions 
between places or 
stages of life.

liminality
The in-between phase 
of a passage rite.

Passage rites are often collective. A group—such as these initiates in Togo or 

these Navy trainees in San Diego—passes through the rites as a unit. Such 

liminal people experience the same treatment and conditions and must act 

alike. They share communitas, an intense community spirit, a feeling of great 

social solidarity or togetherness.
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taboos may be intensifi ed, or, conversely, sexual 
excess may be encouraged.

Liminality is a basic part of every passage rite. 
Furthermore, in certain societies, including our 
own, liminal symbols may be used to set off one 
(religious) group from another, and from society 
as a whole. Such “permanent liminal groups” 
(e.g., sects, brotherhoods, and cults) are found 
most characteristically in complex societies— 
nation-states. Liminal features such as humility, 
poverty, equality, obedience, sexual abstinence, 
and silence may be required for all sect or cult 
members. Those who join such a group agree to 
abide by its rules. As if they were undergoing a 
passage rite—but in this case a never-ending 
one—they may rid themselves of their posses-
sions and cut off former social links, including 
those with family members.

Totemism
Rituals serve the social function of creating tem-
porary or permanent solidarity among people—
forming a social community. We see this also in 
practices known as totemism. Totemism has been 
important in the religions of Native Australians. 
Totems can be animals, plants, or geographic 

and expectations, living in a time out of time. 
They are cut off from normal social contacts. A 
variety of contrasts may demarcate liminality 
from regular social life. For example, among the 
Ndembu of Zambia, a chief underwent a rite of 
passage before taking offi ce. During the liminal 
period, his past and future positions in society 
were ignored, even reversed. He was subjected to 
a variety of insults, orders, and humiliations.
 Passage rites are often collective. Several 
individuals—boys being circumcised, fraternity 
or sorority initiates, men at military boot camps, 
football players in summer training camps, 
women becoming nuns—pass through the rites 
together as a group. Recap 12.1 lists the contrasts 
or oppositions between liminality and normal so-
cial life. Most notable is a social aspect of collective 
liminality called communitas (Turner 1967), an in-
tense community spirit, a feeling of great social 
solidarity, equality, and togetherness. People ex-
periencing liminality together form a community 
of equals. The social distinctions that have existed 
before or will exist afterward are temporarily for-
gotten. Liminal people experience the same treat-
ment and conditions and must act alike. Liminality 
may be marked ritually and symbolically by re-
versals of ordinary behavior. For example, sexual 

 RECAP 12.1 Oppositions between Liminality and Normal Social Life

LIMINALITY NORMAL SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Transition State

Homogeneity Heterogeneity

Communitas Structure

Equality Inequality

Anonymity Names

Absence of property Property

Absence of status Status

Nakedness or uniform dress Dress distinctions

Sexual continence or excess Sexuality

Minimization of sex distinctions Maximization of sex distinctions

Absence of rank Rank

Humility Pride

Disregard of personal appearance Care for personal appearance

Unselfi shness Selfi shness

Total obedience Obedience only to superior rank

Sacredness Secularity

Sacred instruction Technical knowledge

Silence Speech

Simplicity Complexity

Acceptance of pain and suffering Avoidance of pain and suffering

SOURCE: Reprinted with permission from Victor W. Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (New York: Aldine de Gruyter). Copyright © 1995 by Walter de 
Gruyter, Inc.
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natural order becomes a model for diversity in the 
social order. However, although totemic plants 
and animals occupy different niches in nature, on 
another level they are united because they all are 
part of nature. The unity of the human social order 
is enhanced by symbolic association with and imi-
tation of the natural order (Durkheim 1912/2001; 
Lévi-Strauss 1963; Radcliffe-Brown 1962/1965).
 Totemism is one form of cosmology—a system, 
in this case a religious one, for imagining and un-
derstanding the universe. In the Australian to-
temic cosmology just discussed, diversity in nature 
becomes a model for diversity in society. This 
chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” focuses 
on the work and life of a key fi gure in the anthro-

 features. In each tribe, groups of people have par-
ticular totems. Members of each totemic group 
believe themselves to be descendants of their to-
tem. Traditionally they customarily neither killed 
nor ate a totemic animal, but this taboo was lifted 
once a year, when people assembled for ceremo-
nies dedicated to the totem. These annual rites 
were believed to be necessary for the totem’s sur-
vival and reproduction.
 Totemism uses nature as a model for society. 
The totems are usually animals and plants, which 
are part of nature. People relate to nature through 
their totemic association with natural species. Be-
cause each group has a different totem, social dif-
ferences mirror natural contrasts. Diversity in the 

During the last week of November 2008, France 
(along with several other countries) celebrated 
the 100th birthday of Claude Lévi-Strauss.  Father 
of a school known as structural anthropology 
and a key fi gure in the anthropology of religion 
(especially myth and folklore), Lévi-Strauss (who 
died less than one year later—on October 30, 
2009) is known for his theoretical books and his 
studies of Native Americans in lowland South 
America. Described here, too, is the Musée du 
Quai Branly, site of events honoring the French 
master, which he inspired and helped establish. 
That museum, which has become one of Paris’s 
key tourist destinations, is a tribute to the arts, 
beliefs, and cosmology of non–Western peoples. 
This account suggests a more prominent public 
appreciation of anthropology in France than in 
the United States. Undoubtedly this prominence 
refl ects France’s colonial history, to be examined 
in the next chapter.

PARIS—Claude Lévi-Strauss, who altered the 

way Westerners look at other civilizations, 

turned 100 on Friday [November 28, 2008]. 

France celebrated with fi lms, lectures and free 

admission to the museum he inspired, the 

Musée du Quai Branly. Mr. Lévi-Strauss is cher-

ished in France. . . .

 At the Quai Branly, 100 scholars and writers 

read from or lectured on the work of Mr. Lévi-

Strauss, while documentaries about him were 

screened, and guided visits were provided to 

the collections, which include some of his own 

favorite artifacts.

 Stéphane Martin, the president of the 

museum, . . . along with the French culture 

minister, Christine Albanel, and the minister of 

higher education and research, Valérie 

Pécresse, presided over the unveiling of a 

plaque outside the museum’s theater, which is 

already named for Mr. Lévi-Strauss, who did 

not attend the festivities. Ms. Pécresse an-

nounced a new annual 100,000 euro prize 

(about $127,000) in his name for a researcher 

in “human sciences” working in France. Presi-

dent Nicolas Sarkozy visited Mr. Lévi-Strauss 

on Friday evening at his home. . . .

 The museum was the grand project of for-

mer president Jacques Chirac, who loved an-

thropology and embraced the idea of a colloquy 

of civilizations, as opposed to the academic 

quality of the old Musée de l’Homme, which 

Philippe Descola, the chairman of the anthro-

pology department at the Collège de France, 

described as “an empty shell—full of artifacts 

but dead to themselves.”

 The new museum, which has 1.3 million 

visitors a year, was a sort of homage to 

Mr. Lévi-Strauss, who “blessed it from the be-

ginning,” Mr. Descola said . . .

 In 1996, when asked his opinion of the proj-

ect, Mr. Lévi-Strauss said in a handwritten let-

ter to Mr. Chirac: “It takes into account the 

evolution of the world since the Musée de 

l’Homme was created. An ethnographic mu-

seum can no longer, as at that time, offer an 

authentic vision of life in these societies so dif-

ferent from ours. With perhaps a few excep-

tions that will not last, these societies are 

progressively integrated into world politics 

and economy. When I see the objects that I 

collected in the fi eld between 1935 and 1938 

again—and it’s also true of others—I know 

that their relevance has become either docu-

mentary or, mostly, aesthetic.”

 The building is striking and controversial, 

imposing the ideas of the star architect Jean 

Nouvel on the organization of the spaces. But 

Mr. Martin says it is working well for the mu-

seum, whose marvelous objects—“fragile 

fl owers of difference,” as Mr. Lévi-Strauss once 

called them—can be seen on varying levels of 

aesthetics and serious study. They are pre-

sented as artifacts of great beauty but also 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

A Parisian Celebration 
and a Key Tourist Destination

cosmology
A system, often religious, 
for imagining and under-
standing the universe. 
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commemorate, and tell visual stories about, an-
cestors, animals, and spirits, also are associated 
with ceremonies. In totemic rites, people gather 
together to honor their totem. In so doing, they 
use ritual to maintain the social oneness that the 
totem symbolizes.
 In contemporary nations, too, totems continue 
to mark groups, such as states and universities 
(e.g., Badgers, Buckeyes, and Wolverines), profes-
sional teams (Lions, Tigers, and Bears), and politi-
cal parties (donkeys and elephants). Although the 
modern context is more secular, one can still wit-
ness, in intense college football rivalries, some of 
the effervescence Durkheim noted in Australian 
totemic religion.

pology of religion (especially myth, folklore, to-
temism, and cosmology), Claude Lévi-Strauss. 
Described, too, in “Appreciating Anthropology,” 
is the Musée du Quai Branly, now a key Paris tour-
ist destination, which is a tribute to the arts, be-
liefs, and cosmology of non–Western peoples.
 Along with most anthropologists, Lévi-Strauss 
would agree that one role of religious rites and 
beliefs is to affi rm, and thus maintain, the solidar-
ity of a religion’s adherents. Totems are sacred 
emblems symbolizing common identity. This is 
true not just among Native Australians but also 
among Native American groups of the North 
Pacifi c coast of North America, whose totem poles 
are well known. Their totemic carvings, which 

with defi ning context, telling visitors not only 

what they are, but also what they were meant 

to be when they were created . . .

 On Tuesday there was a day-long collo-

quium at the Collège de France, where 

Mr. Lévi-Strauss once taught. Mr. Descola said 

that centenary celebrations were being held in 

at least 25 countries.

 “People realize he is one of the great intel-

lectual heroes of the 20th century,” he said in 

an interview. “His thought is among the most 

complex of the 20th century, and it’s hard to 

convey his prose and his thinking in English. 

But he gave a proper object to anthropology: 

not simply as a study of human nature, but a 

systematic study of how cultural practices 

vary, how cultural differences are systemati-

cally  organized.”

 Mr. Levi-Strauss took difference as the basis 

for his study, not the search for commonality, 

which defi ned 19th-century anthropology, Mr. 

Descola said. In other words, he took cultures 

on their own terms rather than try to relate 

everything to the West . . .

 One of the most remarkable aspects of the 

Quai Branly is its landscaping, designed by 

Gilles Clément to refl ect the questing spirit of 

Mr. Lévi-Strauss. Mr. Clément tried to create a 

“non–Western garden,” he said in an interview, 

“with more the spirit of the savannah,” where 

most of the animist civilizations live whose ar-

tifacts fi ll the museum itself.

 He tried to think through the symbols of the 

cosmology of these civilizations, their systems 

of gods and beliefs, which also animate their 

agriculture and their gardens. The garden here 

uses the symbol of the tortoise, not refl ected 

literally, “but in an oval form that recurs,” 

Mr. Clément said.

 “We fi nd the tortoise everywhere,” he con-

tinued. “It’s an animal that lives a long time, so 

it represents a sort of reassurance, or the eter-

nal, perhaps.”

 Mr. Lévi-Strauss “is very important to me,” 

Mr. Clément said, adding: “He represents an 

extremely subversive vision with his interest in 

populations that were disdained. He paid care-

ful attention, not touristically but profoundly, to 

the human beings on the earth who think dif-

ferently from us. It’s a respect for others, which 

is very strong and very moving. He knew that 

cultural diversity is necessary for cultural cre-

ativity, for the future.”

SOURCE: Steven Erlanger, “100th-Birthday Tributes Pour 

in for Lévi-Strauss.” From The New York Times, Novem-

ber 29, 2008. © 2008 The New York Times. All rights 

reserved. Used by permission and protected by the 

Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Mate-

rial without express written permission is prohibited. 

www.nytimes.com

The French structural anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss helped inspire Paris’s Musée du 

Quai Branly, where these totemic fi gures from Oceania are on display. The museum is 

 devoted to non–Western art.
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powers, and forces may help people survive in 
their material environment. In this section, we 
will see how beliefs and rituals may function 
as part of a group’s cultural adaptation to its 
environment.

Sacred Cattle in India
The people of India revere zebu cattle, which are 
protected by the Hindu doctrine of ahimsa, a 
principle of nonviolence that forbids the killing 
of animals generally. Western economic devel-
opment experts occasionally (and erroneously) 
cite the Hindu cattle taboo to illustrate the idea 
that religious beliefs can stand in the way of ra-
tional economic decisions. Hindus might seem 
to be irrationally ignoring a valuable food (beef) 
because of their cultural or religious traditions. 
The economic developers also comment that In-
dians don’t know how to raise proper cattle. 
They point to the scraggly zebus that wander 
about town and country. Western techniques of 
animal husbandry grow bigger cattle that pro-
duce more beef and milk. Western planners la-
ment that Hindus are set in their ways. Bound 
by culture and tradition, they refuse to develop 
rationally.
 However, these assumptions are both ethno-
centric and wrong. Sacred cattle actually play an 
important adaptive role in an Indian ecosystem 
that has evolved over thousands of years (Harris 
1974, 1978). Peasants’ use of cattle to pull plows 
and carts is part of the technology of Indian ag-
riculture. Indian peasants have no need for 
large, hungry cattle of the sort that economic de-
velopers, beef marketers, and North American 
cattle ranchers prefer. Scrawny animals pull 
plows and carts well enough but don’t eat their 
owners out of house and home. How could 
peasants with limited land and marginal diets 
feed supersteers without taking food away from 
themselves?
 Indians use cattle manure to fertilize their 
fi elds. Not all the manure is collected, because 
peasants don’t spend much time watching their 
cattle, which wander and graze at will during 
certain seasons. In the rainy season, some of the 
manure that cattle deposit on the hillsides washes 
down to the fi elds. In this way, cattle also fertilize 
the fi elds indirectly. Furthermore, in a country 
where fossil fuels are scarce, dry cattle dung, 
which burns slowly and evenly, is a basic cook-
ing fuel.
 Far from being useless, as the development ex-
perts contend, sacred cattle are essential to Indian 
cultural adaptation. Biologically adapted to poor 
pasture land and a marginal environment, the 
scraggly zebu provides fertilizer and fuel, is in-
dispensable in farming, and is affordable for peas-
ants. The Hindu doctrine of ahimsa puts the full 
power of organized religion behind the command 

RELIGION AND 
CULTURAL ECOLOGY
Another domain in which religion plays a 
prominent role is cultural ecology. Behavior 
motivated by beliefs in supernatural beings, 

In my country, Yemen, Islam is the offi cial religion and it plays a crucial 
role in one’s everyday life and in society as a whole. In the villages 
where I grew up, where people work and live as a collaborative unit, 

the practice of Islam serves every child and elder as a manual for how to 
conduct one’s life. The fi ve pillars of Islam hold that it is an annual obliga-
tion for the rich to give charity or alms to the poor, and so the work and 
wealth of fi elds and farming are shared between rich and poor. Another 
pillar of Islam, congregational prayer, advocates stability. In every Yemeni 
village there is a masjid (mosque), which calls everyone to come together 
to pray fi ve times a day. Another pillar is fasting during the month of 
 Ramadhan. In the villages, this is a very spiritual time of sharing, motivation, 
and seeking forgiveness from God and from each other. Many other vil-
lage practices can be related to the teachings of Islam. Children are taught 
basic skills such as washing hands or playing with other children. Teenag-
ers grow up abiding by the rules of respecting elders and caring for par-
ents, and the elders use Islam to guide them to reach consensus in 
everyday decisions. Religion is always in a person’s conscious thought and 
infl uences almost all individual acts, dialogues, and decisions.
 In the United States, religion appears to be less of a priority than it is in 
the villages of Yemen. In the United States, multiple religions are prac-
ticed, and the level of belief varies from individual to individual, which was 
a surprise to me. Secular culture dominates social life, and everyone leads 
an individual and unique life. I have observed that many people pray only 
when faced with hardships, that religious places often are sparsely at-
tended, and that young people tend to be careless about religion. In the 
United States, one often learns not from religion or elders but from expe-
rience. The work world is competitive rather than collaborative, and good 
deeds come when there is a reward attached rather than from good will.
 However, on my last visit to Yemen, I began to see secular culture tak-
ing prominence over religion. For example, today it is more common to 
see relatives fi ghting over ownership of houses and land. More villagers 
seem to be seeking materialistic power rather than focusing on their spiri-
tuality. These situations have led to instability and practices that under-
mine religion in some modern villages of Yemen, making them more like 
the West. In a traditional Yemeni village, a day’s goal is to be able to work 
to feed, move to pray, and smile to live. In the United States, by contrast, 
it’s work to save, move to work, and smile to be liked.

Driven by Religion or 
by Popular Culture
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the Koran (Burns 1997). Various repressive mea-
sures were instituted. The Taliban barred women 
from work and girls from school. Females past 
puberty were prohibited from talking to unre-
lated men. Women needed an approved reason, 
such as shopping for food, to leave their homes. 
Men, who were required to grow bushy beards, 
also faced an array of bans—against playing 
cards, listening to music, keeping pigeons, and 
fl ying kites.
 To enforce their decrees, the Taliban sent armed 
enforcers throughout the country. Those agents 
took charge of “beard checks” and other forms of 
scrutiny on behalf of a religious police force known 
as the General Department for the Preservation of 
Virtue and the Elimination of Vice (Burns 1997). By 
late fall 2001 the Taliban had been overthrown, 
with a new interim government established in 
 Kabul, the Afghani capital, on December 22. The 
collapse of the Taliban followed American bomb-
ing of Afghanistan in response to the September 
11, 2001, attacks on New York’s World Trade Cen-
ter and Washington’s Pentagon. As the Taliban 
yielded Kabul to victorious Northern Alliance 
forces, local men fl ocked to barbershops to have 
their beards trimmed or shaved. They were using 
a key Taliban symbol to celebrate the end of reli-
gious repression.
 Note that in the case of the Taliban, forms of 
social control were used to support a strict reli-
gious orthodoxy. This wasn’t repression in reli-
gion’s name, but repressive religion. In other 
countries, secular leaders use religion to justify 

not to destroy a valuable resource even in 
times of extreme need.

SOCIAL CONTROL
Religion has meaning for people. It helps 
men and women cope with adversity and 
tragedy. It offers hope that things will get 
better. Lives can be transformed through 
spiritual healing or rebirth. Sinners can 
repent and be saved—or they can go on 
sinning and be damned. If the faithful 
truly internalize a system of religious re-
wards and punishments, their religion 
becomes a powerful means of controlling 
their beliefs, their behavior, and what 
they teach their children.
 Many people engage in religious activ-
ity because it seems to work. Prayers get 
answered. Faith healers heal. Sometimes 
it doesn’t take much to convince the faith-
ful that religious actions are effi cacious. 
Many American Indian people in south-
western Oklahoma use faith healers at 
high monetary costs, not just because it 
makes them feel better about the uncer-
tain but because it works (Lassiter 1998). Each 
year legions of Brazilians visit a church, Nosso 
Senhor do Bomfi m, in the city of Salvador, Bahia. 
They vow to repay “Our Lord” (Nosso Senhor) if 
healing happens. Showing that the vows work, 
and are repaid, are the thousands of ex votos, 
plastic impressions of every conceivable body 
part, that adorn the church, along with photos of 
people who have been cured.
 Religion can work by getting inside people 
and mobilizing their emotions—their joy, their 
wrath, their righteousness. We’ve seen how Émile 
Durkheim (1912/2001), a prominent French social 
theorist and scholar of religion, described the col-
lective “effervescence” that can develop in reli-
gious contexts. Intense emotion bubbles up. 
People feel a deep sense of shared joy, meaning, 
experience, communion, belonging, and commit-
ment to their religion.
 The power of religion affects action. When reli-
gions meet, they can coexist peacefully, or their 
differences can be a basis for enmity and dishar-
mony, even battle. Religious fervor has inspired 
Christians on crusades against the infi del and has 
led Muslims to wage holy wars against non-Islamic 
peoples. Throughout history, political leaders 
have used religion to promote and justify their 
views and policies.
 By late September 1996, the Taliban movement 
had fi rmly imposed an extreme form of social 
control in the name of religion on Afghanistan 
(Figure 12.1) and its people. Led by Muslim cler-
ics, the Taliban attempted to create their version 
of an Islamic society modeled on the teachings of 

A wandering cow does not perturb these shoppers in Udaipur, Rajasthan. India’s zebu 

cattle are protected by the doctrine of ahimsa, a principle of nonviolence that forbids the 

killing of animals generally. This Hindu doctrine puts the full power of organized religion 

behind the command not to destroy a valuable resource even in times of extreme need.
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social control. Seeking power, they use religious 
rhetoric to get it. The Saudi Arabian government, 
for example, can be seen as using religion to di-
vert attention from a repressive social policy.
 How may leaders mobilize communities and, 
in so doing, gain support for their own policies? 
One way is by persuasion; another is by instilling 
hatred or fear. As we saw in the chapter “Political 
Systems,” fears about and accusations of witch-
craft and sorcery can be powerful means of social 
control by creating a climate of danger and inse-
curity that affects everyone.
 Witchcraft accusations often are directed at so-
cially marginal or anomalous individuals. Among 
the Betsileo of Madagascar, for example, who 
prefer patrilocal postmarital residence, men liv-
ing in the wife’s or the mother’s village violate a 
cultural norm. Linked to their anomalous social 
position, just a bit of unusual behavior (e.g., stay-
ing up late at night) on their part is suffi cient for 
them to be called witches and avoided as a result. 
In tribes and peasant communities, people who 
stand out economically, especially if they seem to 
be benefi ting at the expense of others, often face 
accusations of witchcraft, leading to social ostra-
cism or punishment. In this case witchcraft accu-
sation becomes a leveling mechanism, a custom 
or social action that operates to reduce differ-
ences in wealth and thus to bring standouts in 
line with community norms—another form of so-
cial control.FIGURE 12.1 Location of Afghanistan.
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 medico-magico-religious specialists. Shaman is 
the general term encompassing curers (“witch 
doctors”), mediums, spiritualists, astrologers, 
palm readers, and other diviners. Wallace found 
shamanic religions to be most characteristic of 
foraging societies, particularly those found in the 
northern latitudes, such as the Inuit and the na-
tive peoples of Siberia.
 Although they are only part-time specialists, 
shamans often set themselves off symbolically 
from ordinary people by assuming a different or 
ambiguous sex or gender role. (In nation-states, 
priests, nuns, and vestal virgins do something 
similar by taking vows of celibacy and chastity.) 
As was discussed in the chapter “Gender,” among 
the Chukchee of Siberia (Figure 12.2), where 
coastal populations fi shed and interior groups 
hunted, male shamans copied the behavior and 
lifestyles of women (Bogoras 1904) and received 
respect for their supernatural and curative exper-
tise. Female shamans could join a fourth gender 
and marry other women. Among the Crow Indi-
ans, certain ritual duties were reserved for ber-
daches, who rejected the traditional male role and 
thus formed a third gender. The fact that certain 
key rituals could be conducted only by berdaches 
indicates their regular and normal place in Crow 
social life (Lowie 1935).
 Communal religions have, in addition to 
shamans, community rituals such as harvest 

communal religions
Based on community 
 rituals, e.g., harvest 
 ceremonies, passage 
rites.

 To ensure proper behavior, religions offer re-
wards, such as the fellowship of the religious 
community, and punishments, such as the threat 
of being cast out or excommunicated. Many reli-
gions promise rewards for the good life and pun-
ishment for the bad. Your physical, mental, moral, 
and spiritual health, now and forever, may de-
pend on your beliefs and behavior. For example, 
if you don’t pay enough attention to the ances-
tors, they may snatch your kids from you.
 Religions, especially the formal organized ones 
typically found in state societies, often prescribe a 
code of ethics and morality to guide behavior. The 
Judaic Ten Commandments lay down a set of pro-
hibitions against killing, stealing, adultery, and 
other misdeeds. Crimes are breaches of secular 
laws, just as sins are breaches of religious stric-
tures. Some rules (e.g., the Ten Commandments) 
proscribe or prohibit behavior; others prescribe 
behavior. The Golden Rule, for instance, is a reli-
gious guide to do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you. Moral codes are ways of main-
taining order and stability. Codes of morality and 
ethics are repeated constantly in religious ser-
mons, catechisms, and the like. They become in-
ternalized psychologically. They guide behavior 
and produce regret, guilt, shame, and the need for 
forgiveness, expiation, and absolution when they 
are not followed.
 Religions also maintain social control by stress-
ing the temporary and fl eeting nature of this life. 
They promise rewards (and/or punishment) in 
an afterlife (Christianity) or reincarnation (Hin-
duism and Buddhism). Such beliefs serve to rein-
force the status quo. People accept what they have 
now, knowing they can expect something better 
in the afterlife or the next life if they follow reli-
gious guidelines. Under slavery in the American 
South, the masters taught portions of the Bible, 
such as the story of Job, that stressed compliance. 
The slaves, however, seized on the story of Moses, 
the promised land, and deliverance.

KINDS OF RELIGION
Religion is a cultural universal. But religions are 
parts of particular cultures, and cultural differ-
ences show up systematically in religious beliefs 
and practices. For example, the religions of strati-
fi ed, state societies differ from those of cultures 
with less marked social contrasts and power dif-
ferentials.
 Considering several cultures, Wallace (1966) 
identifi ed four types of religion: shamanic, com-
munal, Olympian, and monotheistic. Unlike 
priests, the shamans of a shamanic religion aren’t 
full-time religious offi cials but part-time religious 
fi gures who mediate between people and super-
natural beings and forces. All cultures have 

shaman
A part-time magico-
religious practitioner.

FIGURE 12.2 Location of Chukchee in Siberia.
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polytheistic. They include powerful anthropo-
morphic gods with specialized functions, for ex-
ample, gods of love, war, the sea, and death. 
Olympian pantheons (collections of supernatural 
beings) were prominent in the religions of many 
nonindustrial nation-states, including the Aztecs 
of Mexico, several African and Asian kingdoms, 
and classical Greece and Rome. Wallace’s fourth 
type—monotheism—also has priesthoods and 
notions of divine power, but it views the super-
natural differently. In monotheism, all supernatu-
ral phenomena are manifestations of, or are under 
the control of, a single eternal, omniscient, omnip-
otent, and omnipresent supreme being. Recap 12.2 
summarizes the four types and their features.

RELIGION IN STATES
Robert Bellah (1978) coined the term “world- 
rejecting religion” to describe most forms of Chris-
tianity, including Protestantism. World-rejecting 
religions arose in ancient civilizations, along with 
literacy and a specialized priesthood. These reli-
gions are so named because of their tendency to 
reject the natural (mundane, ordinary, material, 
secular) world and to focus instead on a higher 
(sacred, transcendent) realm of reality. The divine 
is a domain of exalted morality to which humans 
can only aspire. Salvation through fusion with the 
supernatural is the main goal of such religions.

Protestant Values and the 
Rise of Capitalism
Notions of salvation and the afterlife dominate 
Christian ideologies. However, most varieties of 
Protestantism lack the hierarchical structure of ear-
lier monotheistic religions, including Roman Ca-
tholicism. With a diminished role for the priest 
(minister), salvation is directly available to individ-
uals. Regardless of their social status, Protestants 
have unmediated access to the  supernatural. The 

monotheism
Worship of a single 
 supreme being.

ceremonies and rites of passage. Although com-
munal religions lack full-time religious specialists, 
they believe in several deities (polytheism) who 
control aspects of nature. Although some hunter-
gatherers, including Australian totemites, have 
communal religions, these religions are more typ-
ical of farming societies.
 Olympian religions, which arose with state 
organization and marked social stratifi cation, add 
full-time religious specialists—professional priest-
hoods. Like the state itself, the priesthood is hierar-
chically and bureaucratically organized. The term 
Olympian comes from Mount Olympus, home of 
the classical Greek gods. Olympian religions are 

polytheism
Belief that multiple 
 deities control aspects 
of nature.

Olympian religions
State religions with pro-
fessional priesthoods.

We’wha, a Zuni 

berdache, in 1885. In 

some Native Ameri-

can societies, certain 

ritual duties were 

reserved for ber-

daches, men who 

 rejected the male 

role and joined a 

third gender.

 RECAP 12.2 Anthony F. C. Wallace’s Typology of Religions

TYPE OF RELIGION (WALLACE) TYPE OF PRACTITIONER CONCEPTION OF SUPERNATURAL TYPE OF SOCIETY

Monotheistic Priests, ministers, etc. Supreme being States

Olympian Priesthood Hierarchical pantheon Chiefdoms and 
  with powerful deities archaic states

Communal Part-time specialists; Several deities with Food-producing
 occasional community- some control over nature  tribes
 sponsored events, 
 including rites of 
 passage

Shamanic Shaman 5 part-time Zoomorphic practitioner Foraging band 
   (plants and animals)
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 Today, of course, in North America as through-
out the world, people of many religions and with 
diverse worldviews are successful capitalists. 
Furthermore, traditional Protestant values often 
have little to do with today’s economic maneu-
vering. Still, there is no denying that the individu-
alistic focus of Protestantism was compatible with 
the severance of ties to land and kin that industri-
alism demanded. These values remain prominent 
in the religious background of many of the people 
of the United States.

WORLD RELIGIONS
Information on the world’s major religions is pro-
vided in Table 12.1 (number of adherents) and Fig-
ure 12.3 (percentage of world population). Based 
on people’s claimed religions, Christianity is the 
world’s largest, with some 2.1 billion adherents. 
Islam, with some 1.3 billion practitioners, is next, 
followed by Hinduism, then Chinese traditional 
religion (also known as Chinese folk religion or 

individualistic focus of Protestantism offers a close 
fi t with capitalism and with American culture.
 In his infl uential book The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism (1904/1958), the social theorist 
Max Weber linked the spread of capitalism to the 
values preached by early Protestant leaders. Weber 
saw European Protestants (and eventually their 
American descendants) as more successful fi nan-
cially than Catholics. He attributed this difference 
to the values stressed by their religions. Weber saw 
Catholics as more concerned with immediate hap-
piness and security. Protestants were more ascetic, 
entrepreneurial, and future-oriented, he thought.
 Capitalism, said Weber, required that the tradi-
tional attitudes of Catholic peasants be replaced 
by values befi tting an industrial economy based 
on capital accumulation. Protestantism placed a 
premium on hard work, an ascetic life, and profi t 
seeking. Early Protestants saw success on earth as 
a sign of divine favor and probable salvation. Ac-
cording to some Protestant credos, individuals 
could gain favor with God through good works. 
Other sects stressed predestination, the idea that 
only a few mortals have been selected for eternal 
life and that people cannot change their fates. 
However, material success, achieved through 
hard work, could be a strong clue that someone 
was predestined to be saved.
 Weber also argued that rational business organi-
zation required the removal of industrial produc-
tion from the home, its setting in peasant societies. 
Protestantism made such a separation possible by 
emphasizing individualism: individuals, not fami-
lies or households, would be saved or not. Interest-
ingly, given the connection that is usually made 
with morality and religion in contemporary Ameri-
can discourse about family values, the family was a 
secondary matter for Weber’s early Protestants. 
God and the individual reigned supreme.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Ritual Possession, www.mhhe.com/kottak

The central fi gure in this clip is Nana Kofi  Owusu, a 
senior priest-healer among Ghana’s Bono people. The 
Bono believe in a hierarchy of deities and spirits. The 
highest god is linked to ordinary people through 
lower-level deities and spirits and the priest-healers 
and others who receive spirits. Nana Owusu serves as 
the guardian of various shrines, including one principal 
one, which he keeps and honors in a separate room of 
his house and wears on his head during ceremonies. 
Among the Bono is it only men who receive spirits, 
or can women receive them, too? How is succession 
established for the position of priest-healer—how did 
Nana Owusu achieve this status? According to the 
professor shown in the clip, do people usually know 
it when they are possessed?

TABLE 12.1 Religions of the World, by 
Estimated Number of Adherents, 2005

Christianity 2.1 billion

Islam 1.3 billion

Secular/Nonreligious/Agnostic/
Atheist 1.1 billion

Hinduism 900 million

Chinese traditional religion 394 million

Buddhism 376 million

Primal-indigenous 300 million

African traditional and diasporic 100 million

Sikhism 23 million

Juche 19 million

Spiritism 15 million

Judaism 14 million

Baha’i 7 million

Jainism 4.2 million

Shinto 4 million

Cao Dai 4 million

Zoroastrianism 2.6 million

Tenrikyo 2 million

Neo-Paganism 1 million

Unitarian-Universalism 800 thousand

Rastafarianism 600 thousand

Scientology 500 thousand

SOURCE: Adherents.com. 2005. http//www.adherents.com/
Religions_By_Adherents.html. Reprinted by permission of Preston 
Hunter, adherents.com.
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Listed fi rst are the most cohesive/unifi ed groups. 
Listed last are the religions with the most internal 
diversity. The list is based mainly on the degree of 
doctrinal similarity among the various subgroups. 
To a lesser extent it refl ects diversity in practice, 
ritual, and organization. (The list includes the ma-
jority manifestations of each religion, as well as 
subgroups that the larger branches may label “het-
erodox.”) How would you decide whether a value 
judgment is implied by this list? Is it better for a 
religion to be highly unifi ed, cohesive, monolithic, 
and lacking in internal diversity, or to be frag-
mented, schismatic, multifaceted, and abounding 
in variations on the same theme? Over time such 
diversity can give birth to new religions; for ex-
ample, Christianity arose from Judaism,  Buddhism 
from Hinduism, Baha’i from Islam, and Sikhism 
from Hinduism. Within Christianity, Protestant-
ism developed out of Roman Catholicism.

RELIGION AND CHANGE
Fundamentalists seek order based on strict adher-
ence to purportedly traditional standards, beliefs, 
rules, and customs. Christian and Islamic funda-
mentalists recognize, decry, and attempt to redress 
change, yet they also contribute to change. In a 
worldwide process, new religions challenge estab-
lished churches. In the United States, conservative 
Christian TV hosts have become infl uential broad-
casters and opinion shapers. In Latin America, 
evangelical Protestantism is winning millions of 
converts from Roman Catholicism.
 Like political organization, religion helps main-
tain social order. And, like political mobilization, 

TABLE 12.2 Classical World Religions 
Ranked by Internal Religious Similarity

MOST UNIFIED

Baha’i

Zoroastrianism

Sikhism

Islam

Jainism

Judaism

Taoism

Shinto

Christianity

Buddhism

Hinduism

MOST DIVERSE

SOURCE: Adherents.com. 2001. http//www.adherents.com/
Religions_By_Adherents.html. Reprinted by permission of Preston 
Hunter, adherents.com.

33%
Christianity

21%
Islam

2005
Major World Religions by Percentage of World Population

16%
“Nonreligous”

14%
Hinduism

6%
Primal-

Indigenous

6%
Chinese

Traditional

6%
Buddhism

Sikhism
(0.36%)

Judaism
(0.22%)

Other

(Including agnostic, atheist, 
secular humanist, plus 
people answering 'none' or 
no religious preference. Half 
of this group is "theistic" 
but nonreligious.)

(Including Catholic, Protestant, Eastern 
Orthodox, Pentecostal, Anglican, 
Monophysite, AICs, Latter-day Saints, 
Evangelical, SDAs, Jehovah's Witnesses, 
Quakers, AOG, nominal, etc.)

(Shiite, Sunni, etc.)

(Including African 
Traditional/Diasporic)

Note: Total adds up to more than 100% due to rounding and because upper bound estimates were used for 
each group.
Source: 2005 www.adherents.com

FIGURE 12.3 Major World Religions by Percentage 
of World Population, 2005.

SOURCE: Adherents.com. 2005. http//www.adherents.com/Religions_By_Adherents.html. 
 Reprinted by permission of Preston Hunter, adherents.com.

Confucianism), and Buddhism. More than a bil-
lion people claim no offi cial religion, but only 
about a fi fth of them are self-proclaimed atheists. 
Worldwide, Christianity’s growth rate of 2.3 per-

cent just matches the rate of world population 
increase (Adherents.com 2002; Ontario Con-

sultants 2001). Islam is growing at a faster 
pace, about 2.9 percent annually. This chap-
ter’s “Appreciating Diversity” examines 
how Islam has spread by adapting suc-
cessfully to many national and cultural 
differences, including the presence of other 

religions that were already established in 
the areas to which Islam has spread.

Within Christianity, there is variation in 
the growth rate. There were an estimated 680 mil-
lion “born-again” Christians (i.e., Pentecostals 
and Evangelicals) in the world in 2001, with an 
annual worldwide growth rate of 7 percent, ver-
sus just 2.3 percent for Christianity overall. (This 
would translate into 1.17 billion Pentecostals and 
Evangelicals in 2009.) The global growth rate of 
Roman Catholics has been estimated at only 1.3 per-
cent, compared with a Protestant growth rate of 
3.3 percent per year (Winter 2001). Much of this 
explosive growth, especially in Africa, is of a type 
of Protestantism that would be scarcely recogniz-
able to most Americans, given its incorporation of 
many animistic elements.
 Table 12.2 classifi es 11 world religions accord-
ing to their degree of internal unity and diversity. 

Map 15 shows the 
distribution of the 
world’s major 
religions, also 
summarized in 
Table 12.3.

anthropology ATLAS
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national, and international cultural forces. Syn-
cretisms are cultural mixes, including religious 
blends, that emerge from acculturation—the ex-
change of cultural features when cultures come 
into continuous fi rsthand contact. One example 
of religious syncretism is the mixture of African, 
Native American, and Roman Catholic saints and 
deities in Caribbean vodun, or “voodoo,” cults. 
This blend also is present in Cuban santeria and in 
candomblé, an “Afro-Brazilian” cult. Another syn-
cretism is the blend of Melanesian and Christian 
beliefs in cargo cults.
 Like the Handsome Lake religion just dis-
cussed, cargo cults are revitalization movements. 
Such movements may emerge when natives 
have regular contact with industrial societies 
but lack their wealth, technology, and living 
standards. Some such movements attempt to ex-
plain European domination and wealth and to 
achieve similar success magically by mimicking 
European behavior and manipulating symbols 
of the desired lifestyle. The syncretic cargo cults 
of Melanesia and Papua New Guinea weave 
Christian doctrine with aboriginal beliefs (Fig-
ure 12.4). They take their name from their focus 
on cargo: European goods of the sort natives 
have seen unloaded from the cargo holds of 
ships and airplanes.
 In one early cult, members believed that the 
spirits of the dead would arrive in a ship. These 
ghosts would bring manufactured goods for the 
natives and would kill all the whites. More recent 
cults replaced ships with airplanes (Worsley 
1959/1985). Many cults have used elements of 
European culture as sacred objects. The rationale 
is that Europeans use these objects, have wealth, 
and therefore must know the “secret of cargo.” By 
mimicking how Europeans use or treat objects, 
natives hope also to come upon the secret 
knowledge needed to gain cargo.
 For example, having seen Europeans’ 
reverent treatment of fl ags and fl agpoles, 
the members of one cult began to wor-
ship fl agpoles. They believed the fl ag-
poles were sacred towers that could 
transmit messages between the living 
and the dead. Other natives built airstrips 
to entice planes bearing canned goods, 
portable radios, clothing, wristwatches, 
and motorcycles. Near the airstrips they 
made effi gies of towers, airplanes, and radios. 
They talked into the cans in a magical attempt to 
establish radio contact with the gods.
 Some cargo cult prophets proclaimed that suc-
cess would come through a reversal of European 
domination and native subjugation. The day was 
near, they preached, when natives, aided by God, 
Jesus, or native ancestors, would turn the tables. 
Native skins would turn white, and those of Eu-
ropeans would turn brown; Europeans would die 
or be killed.

syncretisms
Cultural, especially reli-
gious, mixes, emerging 
from acculturation.

cargo cults
Postcolonial, accultura-
tive religious movements 
in Melanesia.

religious energy can be harnessed not just for 
change but also for revolution. Reacting to con-
quest or to actual or perceived foreign domina-
tion, for instance, religious leaders may seek to 
alter or revitalize their society. In an “Islamic Rev-
olution,” for example, Iranian ayatollahs mar-
shaled religious fervor to create national solidarity 
and radical change. We call such movements na-
tivistic movements (Linton 1943) or revitalization 
movements (Wallace 1956).

Revitalization Movements
Revitalization movements are social movements 
that occur in times of change, in which religious 
leaders emerge and undertake to alter or revitalize 
a society. Christianity originated as a revitalization 
movement. Jesus was one of several prophets who 
preached new religious doctrines while the Mid-
dle East was under Roman rule. It was a time of 
social unrest, when a foreign power ruled the land. 
Jesus inspired a new, enduring, and major reli-
gion. His contemporaries were not so successful.
 The Handsome Lake religion arose around 
1800 among the Iroquois of New York State 
 (Wallace 1970). Handsome Lake, the founder of 
this revitalization movement, was a leader of one 
of the Iroquois tribes. The Iroquois had suffered 
because of their support of the British against the 
American colonials (and for other reasons). After 
the colonial victory and a wave of immigration to 
their homeland, the Iroquois were dispersed on 
small reservations. Unable to pursue traditional 
horticulture and hunting in their homeland, they 
became heavy drinkers and quarreled among 
themselves.
 Handsome Lake was a heavy drinker who 
started having visions from heavenly messengers. 
The spirits warned him that unless the Iroquois 
changed their ways, they would be destroyed. 
His visions offered a plan for coping with the new 
order. Witchcraft, quarreling, and drinking would 
end. The Iroquois would copy European farming 
techniques, which, unlike traditional Iroquois 
horticulture, stressed male rather than female la-
bor. Handsome Lake preached that the Iroquois 
should also abandon their communal longhouses 
and matrilineal descent groups for more perma-
nent marriages and individual family households. 
The teachings of Handsome Lake produced a new 
church and religion, one that still has members in 
New York and Ontario. This revitalization move-
ment helped the Iroquois adapt to and survive in 
a modifi ed environment. They eventually gained 
a reputation among their non-Indian neighbors as 
sober family farmers.

Syncretisms
Especially in today’s world, religious expres-
sions emerge from the interplay of local, regional, 

revitalization 
movements
Movements aimed at 
 altering or revitalizing 
a society.

Map 10 shows the 
Iroquois in North 
America where the 
Handsome Lake 
revitalization 
movement began.

anthropology ATLAS
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had to be generous. People worked for the big 
man, helping him amass wealth, but eventually 
he had to give a feast and give away all that 
wealth.
 Because of their experience with big-man sys-
tems, Melanesians believed that all wealthy peo-
ple eventually had to give their wealth away. For 
decades, they had attended Christian missions 
and worked on plantations. All the while they ex-
pected Europeans to return the fruits of their  labor 

 As syncretisms, cargo cults blend aboriginal 
and Christian beliefs. Melanesian myths told of 
ancestors shedding their skins and changing 
into powerful beings and of dead people re-
turning to life. Christian missionaries, who had 
been in  Melanesia since the late 19th century, 
also spoke of resurrection. The cults’ preoccupa-
tion with cargo is related to traditional Melane-
sian big-man systems. In the chapter “Political 
Systems,” we saw that a Melanesian big man 

Religious diversity has been a key interest of an-
thropology since the 19th century. One well-
known anthropological defi nition of religion 
stresses beliefs and behavior concerned with su-
pernatural beings, powers, and forces. Another 
defi nition focuses on congregants—a body of 
people who gather together regularly for wor-
ship, and who accept a set of doctrines involving 
the relationship between the individual and di-
vinity. Some religions, and the beliefs, affi rma-
tions, and forms of worship they promote, have 
spread widely. We learn here how Islam, the 
world’s fastest-growing religion, has adapted lo-
cally to various nations and cultures. In this pro-
cess, although certain fundamentals endure, 
there is also room for considerable diversity. Lo-
cal people always assign their own meanings to 
the messages and social forms, including reli-
gion, they receive from outside. Such meanings 
refl ect their cultural backgrounds and experi-
ences. Islam has adapted successfully to many 
cultural differences, including linguistic prac-
tices, building styles, and the presence of other 
religions, such as Hinduism, already established 
in that area.

One in every fi ve people worldwide is a  Muslim, 

some 1.3 billion believers. Islam is the world’s 

fastest growing religion and it has spread 

across the globe.

 Muslims everywhere agree on the Shahadah, 

the profession of faith: “There is no God but 

Allah; Mohammed is the prophet of Allah.” But 

Islam is far from homogeneous—the faith re-

fl ects the increasingly diverse areas in which it 

is practiced.

 “Islam is a world religion,” said Ali Asani, a 

Harvard professor of Indo-Muslim Languages 

and Culture. “If you think about doctrine and 

theology, when these sets of religious ideas 

and concepts are transferred to different parts 

of the world—and Muslims live in many cul-

tures and speak many different languages—

the expressions of those doctrines and 

theology will necessarily be infl uenced by local 

culture.”

 Sometimes such regional distinctions are 

obvious to even casual observers. Mosques, 

for example, all share common features—they 

face Mecca and have a mihrab, or niche, that 

indicates that direction. Yet they also boast 

unique architectural elements and decor that 

suggest whether their location is Iran, Africa, or 

China. The houses of worship provide what 

Asani calls “a visual reminder of cultural diver-

sity.” Other easily grasped regional distinctions 

have their origins at the level of language. While 

Arabic is Islam’s liturgical language, used for 

prayer, most Muslims’ understanding of their 

faith occurs in their local language.

 “Languages are really windows into cul-

ture,” Asani explains. “So very often what you 

fi nd is that theological Islamic concepts get 

translated into local idioms.” . . .

 Some Islamic fundamentalists might frown 

upon the diversity caused by local characteris-

tics, but such are the predominant forms of 

 Islam. “Rather than discussing Islam, we might 

more accurately talk about ‘Islams’ in different 

cultural contexts,” Asani said. “We have Mus-

lim literature from China, for example, where 

Islamic concepts are understood within a Con-

fucian framework.”

 In the region of Bengal, now part of the na-

tion of Bangladesh and the Indian state of 

West Bengal, a popular literary tradition cre-

ated a context for the arrival of Islam. The con-

cept of the avatar is important to the Hindu 

tradition, in which these deities become incar-

nate and descend to Earth to guide the righ-

teous and fi ght evil.

 “What you fi nd in 16th century Bengal is the 

development of what you might call ‘folk litera-

ture’ where the Islamic idea of the prophet be-

comes understood within the framework of 

the avatar,” Asani said. “So you have bridges 

being built between religious traditions as con-

cepts resonate against each other.”

 This example is quite different from condi-

tions in pre-Islam Arabia, at the time of 

 Mohammed, where the poet held a special 

place in society. “If you consider the Koran, the 

word means ‘recitation’ in Arabic, and it’s pri-

marily an oral scripture, intended to be recited 

aloud and heard; to be performed,” Asani said. 

“Viewed from a literary perspective, its form 

and structure relate very well to the poetic tra-

ditions of pre-Islamic Arabia. It’s an example 

where the format of revelation was determined 

D I V E R S I T Y
Islam Expanding Globally, Adapting Locally

appreciating
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intercede, to kill or otherwise defl ate the Euro-
pean big men and redistribute their wealth.
 Cargo cults are religious responses to the ex-
pansion of the world capitalist economy. How-
ever, this religious mobilization had political and 
economic results. Cult participation gave Melane-
sians a basis for common interests and activities 
and thus helped pave the way for political parties 
and economic interest organizations. Previously 
separated by geography, language, and customs, 

as their own big men did. When the Europeans 
refused to distribute the wealth or even to let 
 natives know the secret of its production and dis-
tribution, cargo cults developed.
 Like arrogant big men, Europeans would be 
leveled, by death if necessary. However, natives 
lacked the physical means of doing what their tra-
ditions said they should do. Thwarted by well-
armed colonial forces, natives resorted to magical 
leveling. They called on supernatural beings to 

by the culture. In pre-Islamic Arabia the poet 

was often considered to be inspired in his po-

etic compositions by jinn from another world. 

So when the Prophet Muhammed began re-

ceiving revelations which were eventually 

compiled into the Koran, he was accused of 

being a poet, to which he responded ‘I’m not a 

poet but a prophet.’” . . .

 Islam came to Indonesia with merchants 

who were not theologians but simply practicing 

Muslims who people looked to as an example. 

There were also Sufi  teachers who were quite 

willing to create devotional exercises that fi t the 

way people in Sumatra or Java already prac-

ticed their faith. The two largest Muslim groups 

in Indonesia today, and perhaps in the world, 

are Muhammadyya and Nahdlatul Ulama. Each 

of them has over 30 million members, and each 

began as a local reform movement rooted in 

the promotion of a more modern education 

within the framework of  Islam. . . .

 A large number of Muslims, of course, don’t 

live in Islamic nations at all but as minorities in 

other countries. The emergence of some mi-

nority Muslim communities has been an inter-

esting and important development of the last 

25 to 30 years.

 Some relatively small communities can 

have a large impact. The European Muslim 

populations, for example, have a high compo-

nent of refugee intellectuals. They’ve had an 

effect on their adopted countries, and also on 

the rest of the Islamic world. . . .

 In South Africa the Muslim community is 

less than three percent of the population—but 

it’s highly visible and highly educated. In the 

days of apartheid they had the advantage of 

being an intermediary, a community that was 

neither black nor white. By the 1980s the 

younger Muslim leadership became very op-

posed to apartheid on Islamic grounds and 

on basic human rights grounds. Muslims be-

came quite active in the African National 

Congress (ANC). Though they were only a 

small minority when apartheid was destroyed, 

a number of Muslims became quite visible in 

the new South African regime—and through-

out the larger Muslim world. Encompassing 

both Islamic states and minority communities, 

Islam is the world’s fastest growing religion 

and an increasingly common topic of global 

conversation. Yet much of the discourse 

paints the faith with a single brush. As more 

people become familiar with Islam around 

the world it may be well for them to fi rst ask, 

as Professor Asani suggests: “Whose Islam? 

Which Islam?”

SOURCE: Brian Handwerk, “Islam Expanding Globally, 

Adapting Locally,” National Geographic News, Octo-

ber 24, 2003. http://news.nationalgeographic.com. 

© 2003 National Geographic Society. Reprinted with 

permission.

Muslims before an Islamic mosque in Kano, northern Nigeria.
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Antimodernism and 
Fundamentalism
Antimodernism describes the rejection of the mod-
ern in favor of what is perceived as an earlier, purer, 
and better way of life. This viewpoint grew out of 
disillusionment with Europe’s Industrial Revolu-
tion and subsequent developments in science, 
technology, and consumption patterns. Antimod-
ernists typically consider technology’s use today to 
be misguided, or think technology should have a 
lower priority than religious and cultural values.
 Religious fundamentalism, a form of contem-
porary antimodernism, can be compared to the 
revitalization movements discussed previously. 
Fundamentalism describes antimodernist 
movements in various religions. Ironically, reli-
gious fundamentalism is itself a modern phe-
nomenon, based on a strong feeling among its 
adherents of alienation from the perceived secu-
larism of the surrounding (modern) culture. 
Fundamentalists assert an identity separate 
from the larger religious group from which they 
arose. Their separation refl ects their belief that 
the founding principles on which the larger reli-
gion is based have been corrupted, neglected, 
compromised, forgotten, or replaced with other 
principles. Fundamentalists advocate strict fi -
delity to the “true” religious principles of the 
larger religion.

Melanesians started forming larger groups as 
members of the same cults and followers of the 
same prophets. The cargo cults paved the way for 
political action through which the indigenous 
peoples eventually regained their autonomy.
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FIGURE 12.4 Location of Melanesia.

A cargo cult in Vanuatu. Boys and men march with spears, imitating British 

colonial soldiers. Does anything in your own society remind you of a cargo cult?

antimodernism
Rejecting the modern 
for a presumed earlier, 
purer, better way.

fundamentalism
Advocating strict fi delity 
to a religion’s presumed 
founding principles.
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for 2001, about two million Americans (just 1 per-
cent of the population) self-identifi ed as atheists 
or agnostics. Even fewer (less than 100,000 in 
2001) called themselves “secular” or “humanists.” 
Still, atheists and secular humanists do exist, and 
they, too, are organized.
 Like members of religious groups, they use 
varied media, including print and the Internet, to 
communicate among themselves. Just as Bud-
dhists can peruse Tricycle: The Buddhist Review,
secular humanists can fi nd their views validated 
in Free Inquiry, a quarterly identifying itself as 
“the international secular humanist magazine.” 
Secular humanists speak out against organized 
religion and its “dogmatic pronouncements” and 
“supernatural or spiritual agendas” and the “ob-
scurantist views” of religious leaders who pre-
sume “to inform us of God’s views” by appealing 
to sacred texts (Steinfels 1997).

 Fundamentalists also seek to rescue religion 
from absorption into modern, Western culture, 
which they see as already having corrupted the 
mainstream version of their religion—and others. 
Fundamentalists establish a “wall of virtue” 
against alien religions as well as against the mod-
ernized, compromised version of their own reli-
gion. In Christianity, fundamentalists are “born 
again,” as opposed to “mainline,” “liberal,” or 
“modernist” Protestants. In Islam they are jama’at
(in Arabic, enclaves based on close fellowship) 
engaged in jihad (struggle) against a Western cul-
ture hostile to Islam and the God-given (shariah) 
way of life. In Judaism they are Haredi, “Torah-
true” Jews. All such groups see a sharp divide be-
tween themselves and other religions, and 
between a “sacred” view of life and the “secular” 
world and “nominal religion” (see Antoun 2001).
 Fundamentalists strive to protect a distinctive 
doctrine and way of life and of salvation. A strong 
sense of community is created, focused on a 
clearly defi ned religious way of life. The prospect 
of joining such a community may appeal to peo-
ple who fi nd little that is distinctive or vital in 
their previous religious identity. Fundamentalists 
get their converts, mainly from their larger reli-
gion, by convincing them of its inauthenticity. 
Many fundamentalists are politically aware citi-
zens of nation-states. Often they believe that gov-
ernment processes and policies must recognize 
the way of life set forth in scripture. In their eyes, 
the state should be subservient to God.

A New Age
Fundamentalists may or may not be correct in 
seeing a rise in secularism in contemporary North 
America. Between 1990 and 2007, the number of 
Americans giving no religious preference grew 
from 7 to 16 percent. In Canada the comparable 
fi gure rose from 12 to 17 percent between 1991 
and 2001 (Table 12.3). Of course, people who lack 
a religious preference aren’t necessarily atheists. 
Many of them are believers who don’t belong to a 
church. According to U.S. Census Bureau fi gures 

A Pentecostal church service in Oaxaca, Mexico, in 2003. There were an 

 estimated 680 million “born-again” Christians (i.e., Pentecostals and 

 Evangelicals) in the world in 2001, with an annual worldwide growth rate of 

7 percent, versus just 2.3 percent for Christianity overall. (This would trans-

late into more than one billion Pentecostals and Evangelicals today.)

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 74, p. 59, http://www.census.gov/statab/www/; Census of Canada, 2001. 
http://www40.statcan.ca/101/cst01/demo30a.htm?sdi=religion.

TABLE 12.3 Religious Composition of the Populations of the United States, 
1990 and 2001, and Canada, 1991 and 2007

 UNITED STATES CANADA
 1990 2007 1991 2001

Protestant 60% 51% 36% 29%

Catholic 26 24 46 44

Jewish 2 2 1 1

Other 5 7 4 9

None given 7 16 12 17
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SECULAR RITUALS
In concluding this discussion of religion, we may 
recognize some problems with the defi nition of 
religion given at the beginning of this chapter. 
The fi rst problem: If we defi ne religion with refer-
ence to supernatural beings, powers, and forces, 
how do we classify ritual-like behavior that oc-
curs in secular contexts? Some anthropologists 
believe there are both sacred and secular rituals. 
Secular rituals include formal, invariant, stereo-
typed, earnest, repetitive behavior and rites of 
passage that take place in nonreligious settings.
 A second problem: If the distinction between 
the supernatural and the natural is not consis-
tently made in a society, how can we tell what is 
religion and what isn’t? The Betsileo of Madagas-
car, for example, view witches and dead ancestors 
as real people who play roles in ordinary life. 
However, their occult powers are not empirically 
demonstrable.
 A third problem: The behavior considered ap-
propriate for religious occasions varies tremen-
dously from culture to culture. One society may 
consider drunken frenzy the surest sign of faith, 
whereas another may inculcate quiet reverence. 
Who is to say which is “more religious”?
 Many Americans believe that recreation and 
religion are separate domains. From my fi eld 
work in Brazil and Madagascar and my reading 
about other societies, I believe that this separation 
is both ethnocentric and false. Madagascar’s 
tomb-centered ceremonies are times when the liv-
ing and the dead are joyously reunited, when 
people get drunk, gorge themselves, and enjoy 
sexual license. Perhaps the gray, sober, ascetic, 
and moralistic aspects of many religious events in 
the United States, in taking the “fun” out of reli-
gion, force us to fi nd our religion in fun. Many 
Americans seek in such apparently secular con-
texts as amusement parks, rock concerts, and 
sporting events what other people fi nd in reli-
gious rites, beliefs, and ceremonies.

 Is American society really growing more secu-
lar? A considerable body of sociological research 
suggests that levels of American religiosity 
haven’t changed much over the past century (see 
Finke and Stark 2005). To be sure, there are new 
religious trends and forms of spiritualism. Some 
Americans have turned to charismatic Christian-
ity. In the United States and Australia, respec-
tively, some people who are not Native Americans 
or Native Australians have appropriated the sym-
bols, settings, and purported religious practices 
of Native Americans and Native Australians, for 
New Age religions. Many natives have strongly 
protested the use of their sacred symbols and 
places by such groups.
 New religious movements have varied origins. 
Some have been infl uenced by Christianity, oth-
ers by Eastern (Asian) religions, still others by 
mysticism and spiritualism. Religion also evolves 
in tandem with science and technology. For ex-
ample, the Raelian Movement, a religious group 
centered in Switzerland and Montreal, promotes 
cloning as a way of achieving “eternal life.” Rael-
ians believe that extraterrestrials called “Elohim” 
artifi cially created all life on earth. The group has 
established a company called Valiant Venture 

Ltd., which offers infertile and homosexual 
couples the opportunity to have a child 

cloned from one of the spouses  (Ontario 
Consultants 1996).

In the United States, the offi cial 
recognition of a religion entitles it 

to a modicum of respect, and 
certain benefi ts, such as exemp-
tion from taxation on its in-
come and property (as long as 
it does not engage in political 
activity). Not all would-be 
religions receive offi cial rec-
ognition. For example, Scien-
tology is recognized as a 
church in the United States 
but not in Germany.

Acing the 
COURSE

1.  Religion, a cultural universal, consists of belief 
and behavior concerned with supernatural be-
ings, powers, and forces. Religion also encom-
passes the feelings, meanings, and congregations 
associated with such beliefs and behavior. An-
thropological studies have revealed many aspects 
and functions of religion.

2.  Tylor considered animism—the belief in spirits or 
souls—to be religion’s earliest and most basic 
form. He focused on religion’s explanatory role, 
arguing that religion would eventually disappear 
as science provided better explanations. Besides 
animism, yet another view of the supernatural 
also occurs in nonindustrial societies. This sees 

Summary
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the supernatural as a domain of raw, impersonal 
power or force (called mana in Polynesia and 
Melanesia). People can manipulate and control 
mana under certain conditions.

3.  When ordinary technical and rational means of 
doing things fail, people may turn to magic. Of-
ten they use magic when they lack control over 
outcomes. Religion offers comfort and psycho-
logical security at times of crisis. However, rites 
also can create anxiety. Rituals are formal, invari-
ant, stylized, earnest acts in which people subor-
dinate their particular beliefs to a social collectivity. 
Rites of passage have three stages: separation, 
liminality, and incorporation. Such rites can mark 
any change in social status, age, place, or social 
condition. Collective rites often are cemented by 
communitas, a feeling of intense solidarity.

4.  Besides their psychological and social functions, 
religious beliefs and practices play a role in the 
adaptation of human populations to their envi-
ronments. The Hindu doctrine of ahimsa, which 
prohibits harm to living things, makes cattle sa-
cred and beef a tabooed food. The taboo’s force 
stops peasants from killing their draft cattle even 
in times of extreme need.

5.  Religion establishes and maintains social control 
through a series of moral and ethical beliefs, and 

real and imagined rewards and punishments, in-
ternalized in individuals. Religion also achieves 
social control by mobilizing its members for col-
lective action.

6.  Wallace defi nes four types of religion: shamanic, 
communal, Olympian, and monotheistic. Each 
has its characteristic ceremonies and practitio-
ners. Religion helps maintain social order, but it 
also can promote change. Revitalization move-
ments blend old and new beliefs and have helped 
people adapt to changing conditions.

7.  Protestant values have been important in the 
United States, as they were in the rise and spread 
of capitalism in Europe. The world’s major reli-
gions vary in their growth rates, with Islam ex-
panding more rapidly than Christianity. There is 
growing religious diversity in the United States 
and Canada. Fundamentalists are antimodern-
ists who claim an identity separate from the 
larger religious group from which they arose; 
they advocate strict fi delity to the “true” religious 
principles on which the larger religion was 
founded. Religious trends in contemporary 
North America include rising secularism and 
new religions, some inspired by science and tech-
nology, some by spiritism. There are secular as 
well as religious rituals.

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. According to Sir Edward Tylor, the founder of 
the anthropology of religion, what is the 
 sequence through which religion evolved?
a. animism, polytheism, monotheism
b. Olympianism, polytheism, monotheism
c. mana, polytheism, monotheism
d. animism, cargo cults, monotheism
e. polytheism, animism, monotheism

 2. Which of the following describes the concept 
of mana, a sacred impersonal force existing in 
the universe, as was used in Polynesia and 
Melanesia?
a. In Polynesia and Melanesia, mana was 

taboo.

b. The concept of mana was absent in societ-
ies with differential access to strategic 
resources.

c. In Melanesia, where mana was similar to 
the notion of luck, anyone could get it; but 
in Polynesia, mana was attached to politi-
cal elites.

d. Most anthropologists agree that mana was 
the most primitive religious doctrine in 
Polynesia and Melanesia.

e. In both cases mana was concerned with 
 supernatural beings rather than with 
 powers or forces.

Test 
Yourself!
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 3. What is the irony that this chapter highlights 
when describing rites of passage?
a. Despite their prevalence during the time 

that Victor Turner did his research, rites of 
passage have disappeared with the advent 
of modern life.

b. Participants in rites of passage are tricked 
into believing that there was a big change 
in their lives.

c. Rites of passage only make worse the anxi-
eties caused by other aspects of religion.

d. Beliefs and rituals can both diminish and 
create anxiety and a sense of insecurity and 
danger.

e. Rites of passage would be effective in di-
minishing anxiety and fear if they did not 
involve the liminal phase.

 4. What is typically observed during the liminal 
phase of a rite of passage?
a. intensifi cation of social hierarchy
b. symbolic reversals of ordinary behavior
c. formation of a ranking system
d. use of secular language
e. no change in the social norms

 5. What does the anthropological analysis of the 
Hindu practice of ahimsa suggest?
a. Religion is a realm of behavior in which 

people do not try to behave rationally 
(i.e., maximize profi t and minimize loss).

b. generalized reciprocity
c. Beliefs about the supernatural can function 

as part of a group’s adaptation to the 
environment.

d. Religious beliefs often impede evolution-
ary progress by encouraging wasteful 
 energy expenditure.

e. Antagonism between the sexes character-
izes primitive religious practice.

 6. This chapter describes how the Taliban move-
ment in Afghanistan imposed an extreme form 
of social control in the name of religion. 
However,
a. political leaders also use religion to justify 

social control.
b. religion is used this way only by Muslim 

clerics who want to control the politics of 
their society.

c. this movement had no interest in women’s 
lives; it just focused on men.

d. using other leveling mechanisms, such as 
witchcraft accusations, would have been a 
more effective means of social control.

e. the Taliban’s extreme forms of social 
 control did not succeed in determining 
people’s actions.

 7. In his infl uential book The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism (1904/1958), Max Weber 
argues that

a. communal religion was the perfect breed-
ing ground for elements of capitalism.

b. the spirit of capitalism was a result of the 
rise of the concept of the modern antireli-
gious self.

c. the rise of capitalism required the spread of 
the shamanistic ethic of individualism.

d. the rise of capitalism required overcoming 
idiosyncratic belief systems and placing 
Catholic values in their place.

e. the rise of capitalism required that the tra-
ditional attitudes of Catholic peasants be 
replaced by values fi tting an industrial 
economy based on capital accumulation.

 8. The syncretic religions that mix Melanesian and 
Christian beliefs known as cargo cults are
a. a religious response to the expansion of the 

world capitalist economy, often with politi-
cal and economic consequences.

b. culturally defi ned activities associated with 
the transition from one place or stage of life 
to another.

c. cultural acts that mock the widespread but 
erroneous belief of European cultural 
supremacy.

d. just like religious fundamentalisms in that 
they are ancient cultural phenomena enjoy-
ing a rebirth in current world affairs.

e. antimodernist movements that reject any-
thing Western.

 9. All of the following are true about religious 
fundamentalism except:
a. It seeks to rescue religion from absorption 

into modern Western culture.
b. It is a very modern phenomenon.
c. It is a form of animism.
d. It is based on a strong feeling among ad-

herents of alienation from the perceived 
secularism of the surrounding (modern) 
culture.

e. It is a form of antimodernism.

10. Is American society really growing more secu-
lar? On this question, a considerable body of 
sociological research suggests that
a. it is becoming more secular because scien-

tifi c education in schools is improving.
b. this question cannot be answered accu-

rately because people typically lie about 
their religious affi liations in surveys.

c. is becoming more religious because more 
and more people feel their national identity 
threatened due to rising levels of migration 
from non-Christian countries.

d. levels of American religiosity haven’t 
changed much over the past century.

e. it is becoming more secular because less 
people go to church.
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and recent work in the anthropology of religion, 
including the politics of religious identity.

Crapo, R. H.
2003 Anthropology of Religion: The Unity and Di-

versity of Religions. Boston: McGraw-Hill. Exam-
ines religious universals and variation.

Cunningham, G.
1999 Religion and Magic: Approaches and Theories. 

New York: New York University Press. A sur-
vey of approaches to magic and religion, ancient 
and modern.
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2010 Ritual and Belief: Readings in the Anthropol-

ogy of Religion, 3rd ed. Lanham, MD: AtlaMira. 
Up-to-date reader, with useful annotation.

Moro, P. A., and J. E. Meyers, eds.
2010 Magic, Witchcraft, and Religion: An Anthro-

pological Study of the Supernatural, 8th ed. Boston: 
McGraw-Hill. A comparative reader covering 
Western and non-Western cultures.

Stein, R. L., and P. L. Stein
2008 The Anthropology of Religion, Magic, and 

Witchcraft, 2nd ed. Boston: Pearson. Religion 
and culture.

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. According to Tylor, , a belief in spiritual beings, was the earliest form of religion.

2.  magic is based on the belief that whatever is done to an object will affect a person who once had 
contact with it.

3. The term  refers to an intense feeling of solidarity that characterizes collective liminality.

4. A  refers to a custom or social action that operates to reduce differences in wealth and bring 
standouts in line with community norms.

5. A  is a cultural, especially a religious, mix, emerging from acculturation.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

Multiple Choice: 1. (A); 2. (C); 3. (D); 4. (B); 5. (C); 6. (A); 7. (E); 8. (A); 9. (C); 10. (D); Fill in the Blank: 1. animism; 2. Contagious;
 3. communitas; 4. leveling mechanism; 5. syncretism

CRITICAL THINKING

1. How did anthropologist Anthony Wallace defi ne religion? After reading this chapter, what problems do 
you think there are with his defi nition?

2. Describe a rite of passage you or a friend have been through. How did it fi t the three-stage model given 
in the text?

3. From the news or your own knowledge, can you provide additional examples of revitalization move-
ments, new religions, or liminal cults?

4. Religion is a cultural universal. But religions are parts of particular cultures, and cultural differences 
show up systematically in religious beliefs and practices. How so?

5. This chapter notes that many Americans see recreation and religion as separate domains. Based on my 
fi eld work in Brazil and Madagascar and my reading about other societies, I believe that this separation is 
both ethnocentric and false. Do you agree with this? What has been your own experience?
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Fireworks at the dress 

rehearsal for the 2008 

opening of the Olympic 

games in Beijing, China. The 

Olympics unite arts, media, 

and sports.

What are the arts, 

and how have they 

varied historically 

and crossculturally?

How does culture 

infl uence the media, 

and vice versa?

How are culture and 

cultural contrasts 

expressed in 

sports?
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WHAT IS ART?

Art and Religion

Locating Art

Art and Individuality

The Work of Art

ART, SOCIETY, AND 
CULTURE

Ethnomusicology

Representations of Art 
and Culture

Art and Communication

Art and Politics

The Cultural Transmission 
of the Arts

The Artistic Career

Continuity and Change

MEDIA AND CULTURE

Using the Media

Assessing the Effects 
of Television

SPORTS AND CULTURE

Football

What Determines 
International Sports 
Success?

 As one example, consider the evolution of 

sports coverage. From 1961 to 1998 ABC of-

fered a weekly sports anthology titled Wide 

World of Sports. On a given Saturday afternoon 

Americans might see bowling, track and fi eld, 

skating, college wrestling, gymnastics, curling, 

swimming, diving, or another of many sports. It 

was like having a mini-Olympics running 

throughout the year. Today, dozens of special-

ized sports channels cater to every taste. Think 

of the myriad choices now available though 

cable and satellite, websites, the iPhone,  Netfl ix, 

DVDs, DVRs, and the remote control. Target au-

diences now have access to a multiplicity of 

channels, featuring all kinds of music, sports, 

games, news, comedy, science fi ction, soaps, 

movies, cartoons, old TV sitcoms, Spanish lan-

guage programs, nature shows, travel shows, 

adventure shows, histories, biographies, and 

home shopping. News channels (e.g., Fox 

News or MSNBC) even cater to particular po-

litical interests. Although exciting Super Bowl 

matches still generate large audience shares, I 

doubt that if Elvis Presley and Michael Jackson 

returned from the dead for a sing-off on broad-

cast TV, it would get half the available audi-

ence. It seems likely there is a connection 

between these media developments and the 

“special interests” about which politicians per-

petually complain. Do you think people might 

agree more—and Americans be less  polarized—

if everyone still watched the same TV pro-

grams? After all, who didn’t love Lucy?

I magine a TV broadcast attracting over 

70 percent of a nation’s viewers. That 

has happened repeatedly in Brazil as a 

popular telenovela draws to a close. 

(Telenovelas are prime-time serial melodra-

mas that run for about 150 episodes, then 

end.) It happened in the United States in 

1953, when 72 percent of all sets were tuned 

to I Love Lucy as Lucy Ricardo went to the 

hospital to give birth to Little Ricky. It hap-

pened even more impressively in 1956, when 

83 percent of all sets tuned to The Ed Sullivan 

Show to watch Elvis Presley in his TV debut. A 

single broadcast’s largest audience share in 

more recent years occurred in 1983 when 77 

percent of all sets tuned to the fi nal episode 

of M*A*S*H. In the 21st century, two Super 

Bowls (2008—Giants vs. Patriots, and 

2009—Steelers vs. Cardinals) have attracted 

almost as many viewers as did the M*A*S*H 

fi nale, but within a signifi cantly larger U.S. 

population. Neither managed an audience 

share exceeding 43 percent.

 One notable development in the United 

States over the past few decades has been a 

shift from mass culture to segmented cultures. 

An increasingly differentiated nation recog-

nizes, even celebrates, diversity. The mass me-

dia join—and intensify—this trend, measuring 

and catering to various “demographics.” Prod-

ucts and messages are aimed less at the 

masses than at particular segments—target 

audiences.

WHAT IS ART?
The arts include music, performance arts, 
visual arts, and storytelling and literature 
(oral and written). These manifestations 
of human creativity sometimes are called 

expressive culture. People express them-
selves in dance, music, song, painting, 
sculpture, pottery, cloth, storytelling, 
verse, prose, drama, and comedy. Many 
cultures lack terms that can be translated 
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narratives, not just the visual ones. In other 
words, the observations to be made about “art” 
are intended to apply to music, theater, fi lm, 
television, books, stories, and lore, as well as to 
painting and sculpture. In this chapter, some arts 
and media inevitably receive more attention 
than others do. Bear in mind, however, that ex-
pressive culture encompasses far more than the 
visual arts. Also included are jokes, storytelling, 
theater, dance, children’s play, games, and festi-
vals, and anthropologists have written about all 
of these.
 That which is aesthetically pleasing is per-
ceived with the senses. Usually, when we think of 
art, we have in mind something that can be seen 
or heard. But others might defi ne art more broadly 
to include things that can be smelled (scents, fra-
grances), tasted (recipes), or touched (cloth tex-
tures). How enduring must art be? Visual works 
and written works, including musical composi-
tions, may last for centuries. Can a single note-
worthy event, such as a feast, which is not in the 
least eternal, except in memory, be a work of art?

Art and Religion
Some of the issues raised in the discussion of 
 religion also apply to art. Defi nitions of both art 
and religion mention the “more than ordinary” or 
the “extraordinary.” Religious scholars may dis-
tinguish between the sacred (religious) and the 
profane (secular). Similarly, art scholars may dis-
tinguish between the artistic and the ordinary.

easily as “art” or “the arts.” Yet even without a 
word for art, people everywhere do associate an 
aesthetic experience—a sense of beauty, appre-
ciation, harmony, pleasure—with sounds, pat-
terns, objects, and events that have certain 
qualities. The Bamana people of Mali have a 
word (like “art”) for something that attracts 
your attention and directs your thoughts (Ezra 
1986). Among the Yoruba of Nigeria, the word 
for art, ona, encompasses the designs made on 
objects, the art objects themselves, and the pro-
fession of the creators of such patterns and 
works. For two Yoruba lineages of leather work-
ers, Otunisona and Osiisona, the suffi x -ona in 
their names denotes art (Adepegba 1991).
 A dictionary defi nes art as “the quality, pro-
duction, expression, or realm of what is beautiful 
or of more than ordinary signifi cance; the class of 
objects subject to aesthetic criteria” (The Random 
House College Dictionary 1982, p. 76). According to 
the same dictionary, aesthetics involves “the 
qualities perceived in works of art . . .; the . . . 
mind and emotions in relation to the sense of 
beauty” (p. 22). However, it is possible for a work 
of art to attract our attention, direct our thoughts, 
and have more than ordinary signifi cance with-
out being judged as beautiful by most people who 
experience that work. Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, a 
famous painting of the Spanish Civil War, comes 
to mind as a scene that, while not beautiful, is in-
disputably moving and thus is a work of art.
 George Mills (1971) notes that in many cul-
tures, the role of art lover lacks defi nition because 
art isn’t viewed as a separate activity. But this 
doesn’t stop individuals from being moved by 
sounds, patterns, objects, and events in a way that 
we would call aesthetic. Our own society does 
provide a fairly well-defi ned role for the connois-
seur of the arts, as well as sanctuaries—concert 
halls, theaters, museums—where people can re-
treat to be aesthetically pleased and emotionally 
moved by objects and performances.
 Western culture tends to compartmentalize art 
as something apart from everyday life and ordi-
nary culture. This refl ects a more general modern 
separation of institutions like government and 
the economy from the rest of society. All these 
fi elds are considered distinct domains and have 
their own academic specialists. In non–Western 
societies the production and appreciation of art 
are part of everyday life, as popular culture is in 
our own society. When featured in Western muse-
ums, non–Western art often is treated in the same 
way as “fi ne art”—that is, separated from its liv-
ing sociocultural context.
 This chapter will not attempt to do a system-
atic survey of all the arts, or even their major sub-
divisions. Rather, the general approach will be to 
examine topics and issues that apply to expres-
sive culture generally. “Art” will be used to en-
compass all the arts, including print and fi lm 

arts
Include visual arts, litera-
ture (written and oral), 
music, and performance 
arts.

expressive culture
Dance, music, painting, 
sculpture, pottery, cloth, 
stories, drama, comedy, 
etc.

art
Object, event, or other 
expressive form that 
evokes an aesthetic 
reaction.

aesthetics
The appreciation of 
qualities perceived in art.

Many of the high points of Western art had religious inspiration, or were done 

in the service of religion. Consider The Creation of Adam (and other frescoes 

painted from 1508 to 1512) by Michelangelo on the ceiling of the Sistine 

 Chapel in Vatican City, Rome, Italy.
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sphere. Architecture may accentuate the setting as 
a place for works of art to be presented.
 The settings of rites and ceremonies, and of art, 
may be temporary or permanent. State societies 
have permanent religious structures: churches 
and temples. So, too, may state societies have 
buildings and structures dedicated to the arts. 
Nonstate societies tend to lack such permanently 
demarcated settings. Both art and religion are 
more “out there” in society. Still, in bands and 
tribes, religious settings can be created without 
churches. Similarly, an artistic atmosphere can be 
created without museums. At particular times of 
the year, ordinary space can be set aside for a vi-
sual art display or a musical performance. Such 
special occasions parallel the times set aside for 
religious ceremonies. In fact, in tribal perfor-
mances, the arts and religion often mix. For ex-
ample, masked and costumed performers may 
imitate spirits. Rites of passage often feature spe-
cial music, dance, song, bodily adornment, and 
other manifestations of expressive culture.
 In the chapter “Making a Living,” we looked at 
the potlatching tribes of the North Pacifi c Coast of 
North America. Erna Gunther (1971) shows how 
various art forms combined among those tribes to 
create the visual aspects of ceremonialism. During 
the winter, spirits were believed to pervade the 
atmosphere. Masked and costumed dancers rep-
resented the spirits. They dramatically reenacted 
spirit encounters with human beings, which are 
part of the origin myths of villages, clans, and lin-
eages. In some areas, dancers devised intricate 
patterns of choreography. Their esteem was mea-
sured by the number of people who followed them 
when they danced.
 In any society, art is produced for its aesthetic 
value as well as for religious purposes. According 
to Schildkrout and Keim (1990), non-Western art 
is usually, but wrongly, assumed to have some 
kind of connection to ritual. Non-Western art may 
be, but isn’t always, linked with religion. West-
erners have trouble accepting the idea that non-
Western societies have art for art’s sake just as 
Western societies do. There has been a tendency 
for Westerners to ignore the individuality of non-
Western artists and their interest in creative ex-
pression. According to Isidore Okpewho (1977), 
an oral literature specialist, scholars have tended 
to see religion in all traditional African arts. Even 
when acting in the service of religion, there is 
room for individual creative expression. In the 
oral arts, for example, the audience is much more 
interested in the delivery and performance of the 
artist than in the particular god for whom the per-
former may be speaking.

Locating Art
Aesthetic value is one way of distinguishing art. 
Another way is to consider placement. If some-

 If we adopt a special attitude or demeanor when 
confronting a sacred object, do we display some-
thing similar when experiencing a work of art? Ac-
cording to the anthropologist Jacques  Maquet 
(1986), an artwork is something that stimulates and 
sustains contemplation. It compels attention and 
refl ection. Maquet stresses the importance of the 
object’s form in producing such artistic contempla-
tion. But other scholars stress feeling and meaning 
in addition to form. The experience of art involves 
feeling, such as being moved, as well as apprecia-
tion of form, such as balance or harmony.
 Such an artistic attitude can be combined with 
and used to bolster a religious attitude. Much art 
has been done in association with religion. Many 
of the high points of Western art and music had 
religious inspiration, or were done in the service 
of religion, as a visit to a church or a large mu-
seum will surely illustrate. Bach and Handel are as 
well known for their church music as Michelangelo 
is for his religious painting and sculpture. The 
buildings (churches and cathedrals) in which reli-
gious music is played and in which visual art is 
displayed may themselves be works of art. Some 
of the major architectural achievements of West-
ern art are religious structures.
 Art may be created, performed, or displayed 
outdoors in public or in special indoor settings, 
such as a theater, concert hall, or museum. Just as 
churches demarcate religion, museums and the-
aters set art off from the ordinary world, making 
it special, while inviting spectators in. Buildings 
dedicated to the arts help create the artistic atmo-

Space transformed into art. “The Gates,” by the experimental artist Christo 

and his wife, Jeanne-Claude, was unveiled in 2005 in New York City’s Central 

Park. Long, billowy saffron ribbons meandered through the park. An army of 

paid helpers gradually released the panels of colored fabric from atop 7,500 

gates standing 16 feet tall.
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York’s Museum of Modern Art. Jacques Maquet 
(1986) distinguishes such “art by transformation” 
from art created and intended to be art, which he 
calls “art by destination.”
 In state societies, we have come to rely on crit-
ics, judges, and experts to tell us what’s art and 
what isn’t. A play titled Art is about confl ict that 
arises among three friends when one of them 
buys an all-white painting. They disagree, as 
people often do, about the defi nition and value 
of a work of art. Such variation in art apprecia-
tion is especially common in contemporary soci-
ety, with its professional artists and critics and 
great cultural diversity. We’d expect more uni-
form standards and agreement in less diverse, 
less stratifi ed societies.
 To be culturally relativistic, we need to avoid 
applying our own standards about what art is to 
the products of other cultures. Sculpture is art, 
right? Not necessarily. Previously, we chal-
lenged the view that non-Western art always 
has some kind of connection to religion. The Ka-
labari case to be discussed now makes the op-
posite point: that religious sculpture is not 
always art.
 Among the Kalabari of southern Nigeria (Fig-
ure 13.1), wooden sculptures are carved not for 
aesthetic reasons but to serve as “houses” for 
spirits (Horton 1963). These sculptures are used 
to control the spirits of Kalabari religion. The 
 Kalabari place such a carving, and thus localize a 
spirit, in a cult house into which the spirit is in-
vited. Here, sculpture is done not for art’s sake 
but as a means of manipulating spiritual forces. 

thing is displayed in a museum, or in another so-
cially accepted artistic setting, someone at least 
must think it’s art. Although tribal societies typi-
cally lack museums, they may maintain special 
areas where artistic expression takes place. One 
example, discussed below, is the separate space in 
which ornamental burial poles are manufactured 
among the Tiwi of North Australia.
 Will we know art if we see it? Art has been de-
fi ned as involving that which is beautiful and of 
more than ordinary signifi cance. But isn’t beauty 
in the eye of the beholder? Don’t reactions to art 
differ among spectators? And, if there can be sec-
ular ritual, can there also be ordinary art? The 
boundary between what’s art and what’s not is 
blurred. The American artist Andy Warhol is fa-
mous for transforming Campbell’s soup cans, 
Brillo pads, and images of Marilyn Monroe into 
art. Many recent artists, such as Christo (see the 
photo above), have tried to erase the distinction 
between art and ordinary life by converting the 
everyday into a work of art.
 If something is mass produced or industrially 
modifi ed, can it be art? Prints made as part of a 
series certainly may be considered art. Sculptures 
that are created in clay, then fi red with molten 
metal, such as bronze, at a foundry also are art. 
But how does one know if a fi lm is art? Is Star 
Wars art? How about Citizen Kane? When a book 
wins a National Book Award, is it immediately 
elevated to the status of art? What kinds of prizes 
make art? Objects never intended as art, such as 
an Olivetti typewriter, may be transformed into 
art by being placed in a museum, such as New 
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FIGURE 13.1 Location of the Kalabari of Nigeria.
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it if he could. If not, one or more of his fellows 
might help him out.
 In Western societies, artists of many sorts (e.g., 
writers, painters, sculptors, actors, classical and 
rock musicians) have reputations for being icono-
clastic and antisocial. Social acceptance may be 
more important in the societies anthropologists 
have traditionally studied. Still, there are well-
known individual artists in non-Western societies. 
They are recognized as such by other community 
members and perhaps by outsiders as well. Their 
artistic labor may even be conscripted for special 
displays and performances, including ceremo-
nies, or palace arts and events.
 To what extent can a work of art stand apart 
from its artist? Philosophers of art commonly re-
gard works of art as autonomous entities, inde-
pendent of their creators (Haapala 1998). Haapala 
argues the contrary, that artists and their works 
are inseparable. “By creating works of art a per-
son creates an artistic identity for himself. He cre-
ates himself quite literally into the pieces he puts 
into his art. He exists in the works he has created.” 
In this view, Picasso created many Picassos, and 
exists in and through those works of art.
 Sometimes little is known or recognized about 
the individual artist responsible for an enduring 
artwork. We are more likely to know the name of 
the recording artist than that of the writer of the 
songs we most commonly remember and perhaps 
sing. Sometimes we fail to acknowledge art indi-
vidually because the artwork was collectively cre-
ated. To whom should we attribute a pyramid or 
a cathedral? Should it be the architect, the ruler or 
leader who commissioned the work, or the mas-
ter builder who implemented the design? A thing 
of beauty may be a joy forever even if and when 
we do not credit its creator(s).

The Work of Art
Some may see art as a form of expressive free-
dom, as giving free rein to the imagination and 
the human need to create or to be playful. But 
consider the word opera. It is the plural of opus, 
which means a work. For the artist, at least, art is 
work, albeit creative work. In nonstate societies, 
artists may have to hunt, gather, herd, fi sh, or farm 
in order to eat, but they still manage to fi nd time to 
work on their art. In state societies, at least, artists 
have been defi ned as specialists—professionals 
who have chosen careers as artists, musicians, 
writers, or actors. If they manage to support them-
selves from their art, they may be full-time profes-
sionals. If not, they do their art part-time, while 
earning a living from another activity. Sometimes 
artists associate in professional groups such as 
medieval guilds or contemporary unions. Actors 
Equity in New York, a labor union, is a modern 
guild, designed to protect the interests of its artist 
members.

The Kalabari do have standards for the carvings, 
but beauty isn’t one of them. A sculpture must 
be suffi ciently complete to represent its spirit. 
Carvings judged too crude are rejected by cult 
members. Also, carvers must base their work on 
past models. Particular spirits have particular 
images associated with them. It’s considered 
dangerous to produce a carving that deviates too 
much from a previous image of the spirit or that 
resembles another spirit. Offended spirits may 
retaliate. As long as they observe these standards 
of completeness and established images, carvers 
are free to express themselves. But these images 
are considered repulsive rather than beautiful. 
And they are not manufactured for artistic but 
for religious reasons.

Art and Individuality
Those who work with non-Western art have been 
criticized for ignoring the individual and focus-
ing too much on the social nature and context of 
art. When art objects from Africa or Papua New 
Guinea are displayed in museums, generally 
only the name of the tribe and of the Western do-
nor are given, rather than that of the individual 
artist. It’s as though skilled individuals don’t ex-
ist in non-Western societies. The impression is 
that art is collectively produced. Sometimes it is; 
sometimes it isn’t.
 To some extent, there is more collective pro-
duction of art in non-Western societies than in the 
United States and Canada. According to Hackett 
(1996), African artworks (sculpted fi gures, tex-
tiles, paintings, or pots) generally are enjoyed, cri-
tiqued, and used by communities or groups, 
rather than being the prerogative of the individ-
ual alone. The artist may receive more feedback 
during the creative process than the individual 
artist typically encounters in our own society. 
Here, the feedback often comes too late, after the 
product is complete, rather than during produc-
tion, when it can still be changed.
 During his fi eld work among Nigeria’s Tiv 
people, Paul Bohannan (1971) concluded that the 
proper study of art there should pay less attention 
to artists and more attention to art critics and 
products. There were few skilled Tiv artists, and 
such people avoided doing their art publicly. 
However, mediocre artists would work in public, 
where they routinely got comments from onlook-
ers (critics). Based on critical suggestions, an artist 
often changed a design, such as a carving, in prog-
ress. There was yet another way in which Tiv art-
ists worked socially rather than individually. 
Sometimes, when an artist put his work aside, 
someone else would pick it up and start working 
on it. The Tiv clearly didn’t recognize the same 
kind of connection between individuals and their 
art that we do. According to Bohannan, every Tiv 
was free to know what he liked and to try to make 
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a symmetrical shape and polished for hours. Ac-
cording to Henshilwood (quoted in Wilford 2002b), 
“It’s actually unnecessary for projectile points to 
be so carefully made. It suggests to us that this is 
an expression of symbolic thinking. The people 
said, ’Let’s make a really beautiful object . . . ’ Sym-
bolic thinking means that people are using some-
thing to mean something else. The tools do not 
have to have only a practical purpose. And the 
ocher might be used to decorate their equipment, 
perhaps themselves.”
 In Europe, art goes back more than 30,000 
years, to the Upper Paleolithic period in Western 
Europe (see Conkey et al. 1997). Cave paintings, 
the best-known examples of Upper Paleolithic 
art, were separated from ordinary life and social 
space. Those images were painted in true caves, 
located deep in the bowels of the earth. They may 
have been painted as part of some kind of rite of 
passage involving retreat from society. Portable 
art objects carved in bone and ivory, along with 
musical whistles and fl utes, also confi rm artistic 
expression throughout the Upper Paleolithic. Art 
usually is more public than the cave paintings. 
Typically, it is exhibited, evaluated, performed, 
and appreciated in society. It has spectators or au-
diences. It isn’t just for the artist.

Ethnomusicology
Ethnomusicology is the comparative study of 
the musics of the world and of music as an as-
pect of culture and society. The fi eld of ethno-
musicology thus unites music and anthropology. 
The music side involves the study and analysis 
of the music itself and the instruments used to 
create it. The anthropology side views music as 
a way to explore a culture, to determine the 

ethnomusicology
Comparative study of 
music as an aspect of 
culture and society.

 Just how much work is needed to make a work 
of art? In the early days of French impressionism, 
many experts viewed the paintings of Claude 
Monet and his colleagues as too sketchy and 
spontaneous to be true art. Established artists and 
critics were accustomed to more formal and clas-
sic studio styles. The French impressionists got 
their name from their sketches—impressions in 
French—of natural and social settings. They took 
advantage of technological innovations, particu-
larly the availability of oil paints in tubes, to take 
their palettes, easels, and canvases into the fi eld. 
There they captured the images of changing light 
and color that hang today in so many museums, 
where they are now fully recognized as art. But 
before impressionism became an offi cially recog-
nized “school” of art, its works were perceived by 
its critics as crude and unfi nished. In terms of 
community standards, the fi rst impressionist 
paintings were evaluated as harshly as were the 
overly crude and incomplete Kalabari wood carv-
ings of spirits, as discussed previously.
 To what extent does the artist—or society—
make the decision about completeness? For famil-
iar genres, such as painting or music, societies 
tend to have standards by which they judge 
whether an artwork is complete or fully realized. 
Most people would doubt, for instance, that an 
all-white painting could be a work of art. Stan-
dards may be maintained informally in society, or 
by specialists, such as art critics. It may be diffi -
cult for unorthodox or renegade artists to inno-
vate. But, like the impressionists, they may 
eventually succeed. Some societies tend to reward 
conformity, an artist’s skill with traditional mod-
els and techniques. Others encourage breaks with 
the past, innovation.

ART, SOCIETY, AND CULTURE
More than 70,000 years ago, some of the world’s 
fi rst artists occupied Blombos Cave, located in a 
high cliff facing the Indian Ocean at the tip of 
what is now South Africa. They hunted game 
and ate fi sh from the waters below them. In 
terms of body and brain size, these ancient 
 Africans were anatomically modern humans. 
They also were turning animal bones into fi nely 
worked tools and weapon points. Furthermore, 
they were engraving artifacts with symbolic 
marks—manifestations of abstract and creative 
thought and, presumably, communication through 
language (Wilford 2002b).
 A group led by Christopher Henshilwood of 
South Africa has analyzed 28 bone tools and other 
artifacts from Blombos Cave, along with the min-
eral ochre, which may have been used for body 
painting. The most impressive bone tools are three 
sharp instruments. The bone appears fi rst to have 
been shaped with a stone blade, then fi nished into 

This musician living in the Central African Republic carved this instrument 

himself.
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by orchestras or singers. Alan Merriam (1971) de-
scribes how the Basongye people of the Kasai 
province of the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(Figure 13.2) use three features to distinguish be-
tween music and other sounds, which are classi-
fi ed as “noise.” First, music always involves 
humans. Sounds emanating from nonhuman crea-
tures, such as birds and animals, are not music. 
Second, musical sounds must be organized. A sin-
gle tap on the drum isn’t music, but drummers 
playing together in a pattern is. Third, music must 
continue. Even if several drums are struck together 
simultaneously, it isn’t music. They must go on 
playing to establish some kind of sound pattern. 
For the Basongye, then, music is inherently cul-
tural (distinctly human) and social (dependent on 
cooperation).
 Originally coined for European peasants, folk 
art, music, and lore refer to the expressive culture 
of ordinary people, as contrasted with the “high” 
art or “classic” art of the European elites. When 
European folk music is performed (see photo be-
low), the combination of costumes, music, and 
often song and dance is supposed to say some-
thing about local culture and about tradition. 
Tourists and other outsiders often perceive rural 
and folk life mainly in terms of such perfor-
mances. Community residents themselves often 
use such performances to display and enact their 
local culture and traditions for outsiders.
 In Planinica, a Muslim village in (prewar) 
 Bosnia, Yvonne Lockwood (1983) studied folk-
song, which could be heard there day or night. 
The most active singers were unmarried females 
age 16 to 26 (maidens). Lead singers, those who 
customarily began and led songs, had strong, full, 
clear voices with a high range. Like some of their 
counterparts in contemporary North America 
(but in a much milder fashion), some lead singers 
acted unconventionally. One was regarded as im-
modest because of her risqué lyrics. Another 
smoked (usually a man’s habit) and liked to wear 
men’s trousers. Local criticism aside, she was 
thought to be witty and to improvise songs better 
than others did.
 The social transition from girl to maiden (mar-
riageable female) was signaled by active partici-
pation in public song and dance. Adolescent girls 
were urged to join in by women and performing 
maidens. This was part of a rite of passage by 
which a little girl (dite) became a maiden (cura). 
Marriage, in contrast, moved most women from 
the public to the private sphere; public singing 
generally stopped. Married women sang in their 
own homes or among other women. Only occa-
sionally would they join maidens in public song, 
but they never called attention to themselves by 
taking the lead. After age 50 wives tended to stop 
singing, even in private.
 For women, singing thus signaled a series of 
transitions between age grades: girl to maiden 

folk
Of the people; e.g., the 
art, music, and lore of 
 ordinary people.

role—historic and contemporary—that music 
plays in that society, and the specifi c social and 
cultural features that infl uence how music is 
created and performed.
 Ethnomusicology studies non-Western music, 
traditional and folk music, even contemporary 
popular music from a cultural perspective. To do 
this there has to be fi eld work—fi rsthand study of 
particular forms of music, their social functions 
and cultural meanings, within particular societ-
ies. Ethnomusicologists talk with local musicians, 
make recordings in the fi eld, and learn about the 
place of musical instruments, performances, and 
performers in a given society (Kirman 1997). 
Nowadays, given globalization, diverse cultures 
and musical styles easily meet and mix. Music 
that draws on a wide range of cultural instru-
ments and styles is called World Fusion, World 
Beat, or World Music—another topic within con-
temporary ethnomusicology.
 Because music is a cultural universal, and be-
cause musical abilities seem to run in families, it 
has been suggested that a predisposition for mu-
sic may have a genetic basis (Crenson 2000). 
Could a “music gene” that arose tens, or hun-
dreds, of thousands of years ago have conferred 
an evolutionary advantage on those early humans 
who possessed it? The fact that music has existed 
in all known cultures suggests that it arose early 
in human history. Providing direct evidence for 
music’s antiquity is an ancient carved bone fl ute 
from a cave in Slovenia. This “Divje babe fl ute,” 
the world’s oldest known musical instrument, 
dates back more than 43,000 years.
 Exploring the possible biological roots of mu-
sic, Sandra Trehub (2001) notes striking similari-
ties in the way mothers worldwide sing to their 
children—with a high pitch, a slow tempo, and a 
distinctive tone. All cultures have lullabies, 
which sound so much alike they cannot be mis-
taken for anything else (Crenson 2000). Trehub 
speculates that music might have been adaptive 
in human evolution because musically talented 
mothers had an easier time calming their babies. 
Calm babies who fell asleep easily and rarely 
made a fuss might well have been more likely to 
survive to adulthood. Their cries would not at-
tract predators; they and their mothers would 
get more rest; and they would be less likely to be 
mistreated. If a gene conferring musical ability 
appeared early in human evolution, given a se-
lective advantage, musical adults would pass 
their genes to their children.
 Music would seem to be among the most social 
of the arts. Usually it unites people in groups. In-
deed, music is all about groups—choirs, sympho-
nies, ensembles, and bands. Could it be that early 
humans with a biological penchant for music were 
able to live more effectively in social groups— 
another possible adaptive advantage? Even master 
pianists and violinists are frequently accompanied 
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(public singing), maiden to wife (private sing-
ing), and wife to elder (no more singing). Lock-
wood describes how one recently married 
woman made her ritual fi rst visit after marriage 
to her family of origin. (Postmarital residence 
was patrilocal.) Then, as she was leaving to re-
turn to her husband’s village, for “old times’ 
sake” she led the village maidens in song. She 
used her native daughter status to behave like a 
maiden this one last time. Lockwood calls it a 
nostalgic and emotional performance for all 
who attended.
 Singing and dancing were common at prelos 
attended by males and females. In Planinica the 
Serbo-Croatian word prelo, usually defi ned as 
“spinning bee,” meant any occasion for visiting. 
Prelos were especially common in winter. During 
the summer, villagers worked long hours, and 
prelos were few. The prelo offered a context for 
play, relaxation, song, and dance. All gatherings 
of maidens, especially prelos, were occasions for 
song. Married women encouraged them to sing, 
often suggesting specifi c songs. If males were also 
present, a singing duel might occur, in which 
maidens and young men teased each other. A suc-
cessful prelo was well attended, with much sing-
ing and dancing.
 Public singing was traditional in many other 
contexts among prewar Bosnian Muslims. After 
a day of cutting hay on mountain slopes, parties 
of village men would congregate at a specifi c 
place on the trail above the village. They formed 
lines according to their singing ability, with the 
best singers in front and the less talented ones 
behind. They proceeded to stroll down to the vil-
lage together, singing as they went, until they 
reached the village center, where they dispersed. 
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FIGURE 13.2 Location of the 
Basongye of the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo.

Musicians playing alpenhorns in a ceremony at Munster, Alsace, France. For whose pleasure do you suppose this performance is being 

given? Nowadays, such performances attract tourists as well as local people.
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Representations of Art and Culture
Art can stand for tradition, even when traditional 
art is removed from its original (rural) context. 
The creative products and images of folk, rural, 
and non-Western cultures are increasingly 
spread—and commercialized—by the media and 
tourism. A result is that many Westerners have 
come to think of “culture” in terms of colorful 
customs, music, dancing, and adornments: cloth-
ing, jewelry, and hairstyles.
 A bias toward the arts and religion, rather than 
more mundane, less photogenic, economic and 
social tasks, shows up on TV’s Discovery Chan-
nel, and even in many anthropological fi lms. 
Many ethnographic fi lms start off with music, of-
ten drumbeats: “Bonga, bonga, bonga, bonga. 
Here in (supply place name), the people are very 
religious.” We see in such presentations the previ-
ously critiqued assumption that the arts of nonin-
dustrial societies usually have a link with religion. 
The (usually unintended) message is that non-
Western peoples spend much of their time wearing 
colorful clothes, singing, dancing, and practicing 
religious rituals. Taken to an extreme, such images 
portray culture as recreational and ultimately not 
serious, rather than as something that ordinary 
people live every day of their lives—not just when 
they have festivals.

Art and Communication
Art also functions in society as a form of com-
munication between artist and community or 
audience. Sometimes, however, there are inter-
mediaries between the artist and the audience. 
Actors, for example, are artists who translate the 
works and ideas of other artists (writers and di-
rectors) into the performances that audiences see 
and appreciate. Musicians play and sing compo-
sitions of other people along with music they 
themselves have composed. Using music written 
by others, choreographers plan and direct pat-
terns of dance, which dancers then execute for 
audiences.
 How does art communicate? We need to know 
what the artist intends to communicate and how 
the audience reacts. Often, the audience commu-
nicates right back to the artist. Live performers, 
for instance, get immediate feedback, as may 
writers and directors by viewing a performance 
of their own work. Artists expect at least some 
variation in reception. In contemporary societies, 
with increasing diversity in the audience, uniform 
reactions are rare. Contemporary artists, like busi-
nesspeople, are well aware that they have target 
audiences. Certain segments of the population 
are more likely to appreciate certain forms of art 
than other segments are.
 Art can transmit several kinds of messages. It 
can convey a moral lesson or tell a cautionary 

Art preserves culture and memories. An American artist asked me what 
was special about art in Hong Kong. I replied without hesitation, “We 
have a bit of everything.” Hong Kong is a dynamic city where East 

meets West. Art in Hong Kong helps preserve the 3,000-year history of 
Chinese and Hong Kong culture, but it also looks to the new. Some artists 
create traditional Chinese ink paintings, calligraphy, and seal-character en-
gravings, while others work with more Western-oriented media like oil, wa-
tercolor, and acrylic paints. The most prominent feature of art in Hong Kong 
is its fusion of Eastern and Western themes and techniques. More and more 
artists fuse the two traditions—putting Japanese origami into oil paintings, 
writing Chinese calligraphy in colorful acrylic paints, for example—to create 
groundbreaking work unique to Hong Kong.
 I have seen a diversity of artwork in the United States; to me, these 
pieces of art feel like totally individual works, in contrast to the deep con-
nection I see between art and the artists who make it in Hong Kong. For 
example, the works of famous American artists like Andy Warhol, Chuck 
Close, and Leonard Baskin are all very different in their compositions, 
colors, meanings, and mediums. Not knowing the artists, it is probably 
harder to determine whether a piece of their work is “American Art.” In 
Hong Kong, although all of the artwork is unique in its own way, the com-
mon incorporation of Chinese elements along with Chinese themes makes 
these works more easily identifi able as “Hong Kong Art.” The amount of 
support for art in the United States was another difference that struck me 
when I fi rst came to Massachusetts. In Hong Kong, a student would be 
considered odd and incapable if he or she chose to study geography, his-
tory, or art. Public opinion in the United States supports a person’s choice 
to pursue life as an artist; people are not disparaged for what they choose 
to study. In this aspect of culture, I think Americans are more liberal than 
the Chinese. Most students and young adults in Hong Kong would be 
forced to follow the forces of a market economy.
 Although Hong Kong was a British colony until 1997, the people of 
Hong Kong feel strongly a part of Chinese culture. We love our traditional 
culture, and many artists are working hard to preserve it. In the United 
States, however, art is in fl ux and does not show a strong sense of unique 
culture; brand-new ideas and media emerge every day—this constant 
change is perhaps in itself the distinctive quality of American art.

Visual Arts in Hong 
Kong and the United 
States

STUDENT: erica Tso

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: China (Hong Kong)

SUPERVISING PROFESSOR: Elliot Fratkin

SCHOOL: Smith College

through the eyes of
OTHERS

According to Lockwood, whenever an activity of 
work or leisure brought together a group of 
maidens or young men, it rarely ended without 
public song. It would not be wrong to trace the 
inspiration for parts of Snow White and Shrek (the 
movies) back to the European countryside.
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 Today, no museum director can mount an ex-
hibit without worrying that it will offend some po-
litically organized segment of society. In the United 
States there has been an ongoing battle between 
liberals and conservatives involving the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts. Artists have 
been criticized as aloof from society, as creating 
only for themselves and for elites, as out of 
touch with conventional and traditional aes-
thetic values, even as mocking the values of or-
dinary people.

The Cultural Transmission 
of the Arts
Because art is part of culture, appreciation of the 
arts depends on cultural background. Watch Jap-
anese tourists in a Western art museum trying to 
interpret what they are seeing. Conversely, the 
form and meaning of a Japanese tea ceremony, or 
a demonstration of origami (Japanese paper fold-
ing), will be alien to a foreign observer. Apprecia-
tion for the arts must be learned. It is part of 
enculturation, as well as of more formal educa-
tion. Robert Layton (1991) suggests that whatever 
universal principles of artistic expression may ex-
ist, they have been put into effect in a diversity of 
ways in different cultures.
 What is aesthetically pleasing depends to 
some extent on culture. Based on familiarity, 
music with certain tonalities and rhythm pat-
terns will please some people and alienate oth-
ers. In a study of Navajo music, McAllester 
(1954) found that it refl ected the overall culture 

tale. It can teach lessons the artist, or society, 
wants told. Like the rites that induce, then dispel, 
anxiety, the tension and resolution of drama can 
lead to catharsis, intense emotional release, in 
the audience. Art can move emotions, make us 
laugh, cry, feel up or down. Art appeals to the 
intellect as well as to the emotions. We may de-
light in a well-constructed, nicely balanced, well-
realized work of art.
 Often, art is meant to commemorate and to 
last, to carry an enduring message. Like a cere-
mony, art may serve a mnemonic function, mak-
ing people remember. Art may be designed to 
make people remember either individuals or 
events, such as the AIDS epidemic that has proved 
so lethal in many world areas, or the cataclysmic 
events of September 11, 2001.

Art and Politics
What is art’s social role? To what extent should art 
serve society? Art can be self-consciously proso-
cial. It can be used to either express or challenge 
community sentiment and standards. Art enters 
the political arena. Decisions about what counts 
as a work of art, or about how to display art, may 
be political and controversial. Museums have to 
balance concern over community standards with 
a wish to be as creative and innovative as the art-
ists and works they display.
 Much art that is valued today was received with 
revulsion in its own time. New York’s Brooklyn 
Museum of Art has documented how art that 
shocks or offends when it is new becomes ac-
cepted and valued over time. Children were pro-
hibited from seeing paintings by Matisse, Braque, 
and Picasso when those works fi rst were dis-
played in New York in the Armory Show of 1913. 
The New York Times called that Armory Show 
“pathological.” Almost a century later, the City 
of New York and then mayor Rudolph Giuliani 
took the Brooklyn Museum to court over its 
1999–2000 “Sensation” show. After religious 
groups protested Chris Ofi li’s Holy Virgin Mary, a 
collage that included elephant dung, Giuliani 
deemed the work sacrilegious. The ensuing 
court trial prompted anticensorship groups and 
art advocates to speak out against the mayor’s 
actions. The museum won the case, but Ofi li’s 
work again came under attack when a man 
smuggled paint inside the Brooklyn exhibition 
and tried to smear it on the Virgin (University of 
Virginia, n.d.). According to art professor Michael 
Davis, Ofi li’s collage is “shocking” because it de-
liberately provokes and intends to jolt viewers 
into an expanded frame of reference. The  mayor’s 
reactions may have been based on the narrow 
defi nition that art must be beautiful and an 
equally limited vision of a Virgin Mary as de-
picted in Italian Renaissance paintings (Mount 
Holyoke College 1999).

catharsis
Intense emotional 
release.

Appreciation for the arts must be learned. Here, three American boys seem 

 intrigued by the painting Paris on a Rainy Day at the Chicago Art Institute. How 

does the placement of art in museums affect art appreciation?
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example, there are families of carvers, musicians, 
dancers, and mask makers. Among the Yoruba of 
Nigeria, two lineages of leather workers are en-
trusted with important bead embroidery works, 
such as for the king’s crown and the bags and 

of that time in three main ways: First, individu-
alism was a key Navajo cultural value. Thus, it 
was up to the individual to decide what to do 
with his or her physical property, knowledge, 
ideas, or songs. Second, McAllester found that a 
general Navajo conservatism also extended to 
music. The Navajo saw foreign music as danger-
ous and rejected it. (This second point is no lon-
ger true; there are now Navajo rock bands.) 
Third, a general stress on proper form applied 
to music. There was, in Navajo belief, a right 
way to sing every kind of song (see Figure 13.3 
for the location of the Navajo).
 People learn to listen to certain kinds of music 
and to appreciate particular art forms, just as they 
learn to hear and decipher a foreign language. 
Unlike Londoners and New Yorkers, Parisians 
don’t fl ock to musicals. Despite its multiple 
French origins, even the musical Les Miserables, a 
huge hit in London, New York, and dozens of cit-
ies worldwide, bombed in Paris. Humor, too, a 
form of verbal art, depends on cultural back-
ground and setting. What’s funny in one culture 
may not translate as funny in another. When a 
joke doesn’t work, an American may say, “Well, 
you had to be there at the time.” Jokes, like aes-
thetic judgments, depend on context.
 At a smaller level of culture, certain artistic tra-
ditions may be transmitted in families. In Bali, for 
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FIGURE 13.3 Location of the Navajo.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Art of the Aborigines, www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip focuses on an aboriginal artist in the 
community of Galiwinku in northern Australia. The clip 
provides an excellent illustration of how aspects of 
culture (art, religion, kinship, economics, law) that stand 
apart in our own society are so closely related as to be 
inseparable in others. The artist makes a string bag, 
based on a pattern her father originated. She uses 
knowledge taught to her by her mother, grandmother, 
and grandfather. According to the narrator, the artist 
weaves a story of the dreamtime—the mythical past 
when the world as we know it was created—into the 
bag, which thus has spiritual as well as artistic and 
functional signifi cance. How widespread is this art in 
the community shown here? How was the bag used 
during gathering? How does the creative act here 
depict enculturation?

kot16988_ch13_310-339.indd Page 322  1/25/10  4:17:47 PM user-f470kot16988_ch13_310-339.indd Page 322  1/25/10  4:17:47 PM user-f470 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles

www.mhhe.com/kottak


Chapter 13  Arts, Media, and Sports 323

The Artistic Career
In nonindustrial societies, artists tend to be part-
time specialists. In states, there are more ways for 
artists to practice their craft full-time. The num-
ber of positions in “arts and leisure” has mush-
roomed in contemporary societies, especially in 
North America. Many non-Western societies also 
offer career tracks in the arts: For example, a child 
born into a particular family or lineage may dis-
cover that he or she is destined for a career in 
leather working or weaving. Some societies are 
noted for particular arts, such as dance, wood 
carving, or weaving.
 An artistic career also may involve some kind 
of a calling. Individuals may discover they have a 

bracelets of priests. The arts, like other professions, 
often “run” in families. The Bachs, for example, 
produced not only Johann Sebastian but several 
other noted composers and musicians.
 In Chapter 1, anthropology’s approach to the 
arts was contrasted with a traditional humanities 
focus on “fi ne arts,” as in art history, “Great 
Books,” and classical music. Anthropology has 
extended the defi nition of “cultured” well beyond 
the elitist meaning of “high” art and culture. For 
anthropologists, everyone acquires culture through 
enculturation. In academia today, growing accep-
tance of the anthropological defi nition of culture 
has helped broaden the study of the humanities 
from fi ne art and elite art to “folk” and nonwest-
ern arts, and the creative expressions of popular 
culture.
 This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” 
shows that techniques that anthropologists have 
used to analyze myths and folktales can be ex-
tended to two fantasy fi lms that most of you have 
seen: The Wizard of Oz and Star Wars. “Appreciat-
ing Anthropology” again highlights the contribu-
tions of the French anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss (1967) along with the neo-Freudian 
psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheim (1975). Both have 
made important contributions to the study of 
myths and fairy tales.
 In many societies, myths, legends, tales, and 
the art of storytelling play important roles in the 
transmission of culture and the preservation of 
tradition. In the absence of writing, oral traditions 
may preserve details of history and genealogy, as 
in many parts of West Africa. Art forms often go 
together. For example, music and storytelling 
may be combined for drama and emphasis (see 
the lower photo), much as they are in fi lms and 
theater.
 At what age do children start learning the arts? 
In some cultures, they start early. Contrast the 
photo of the Korean violin class (above left) with 
the photo of the Aleut gathering (below). The 
 Korean scene shows formal instruction. The teach-
ers take the lead in showing the kids how to play 
the violin. The Aleut photo shows a more infor-
mal local scene in which children are learning 
about the arts as part of their overall encultura-
tion. Presumably, the Korean children are learn-
ing the arts because their parents want them to, 
not necessarily because they have an artistic tem-
perament that they need or wish to express. 
 Sometimes children’s participation in arts or per-
formance, including sports, exemplifi es forced 
enculturation. It may be pushed by parents rather 
than by kids themselves. In the United States, per-
formance, usually associated with schools, has a 
strong social, and usually competitive, compo-
nent. Kids perform with their peers. In the pro-
cess, they learn to compete, whether for a fi rst-place 
fi nish in a sports event or a fi rst chair in the school 
orchestra or band.

A violin class for a large group of four-year-old children at a Korean music 

school.

This photo was taken on St. Paul Island, on the Bering Sea coast of Alaska. A 

traditional Aleut storyteller uses a drum to tell his tale to young Aleut people. 

Who are the storytellers of your society? How do their narrative techniques 

and styles differ from the one shown here?
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particular talent and fi nd an environment in which 
that talent is nourished. Separate career paths for 

artists usually involve special training and ap-
prenticeship. Such paths are more likely in a 

complex society, where there are many sep-
arate career tracks, than in band or tribal 
societies, where expressive culture is less 
formally separated from daily life.

Artists need support if they are to de-
vote full time to creative activity. They 

fi nd support in their families or lineages if 
there is specialization in the arts involving kin 

groups. State societies often have patrons of the 
arts. Usually members of the elite class, patrons 
offer various kinds of support to aspiring and 
talented artists, such as court and palace paint-
ers, musicians, or sculptors. In some cases, an 
artistic career may entail a lifetime of dedication 
to religious art.

Techniques that anthropologists have used 

to analyze myths and folktales can be ex-

tended to two fantasy fi lms that most of you 

have seen. The Wizard of Oz has been tele-

cast annually for decades. The original Star 

Wars remains one of the most popular fi lms 

of all time. Both are familiar and signifi cant 

cultural products with obvious mythic quali-

ties. The contributions of the French structur-

alist anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss 

(1967) and the neo-Freudian psychoanalyst 

Bruno Bettelheim (1975) to the study of 

myths and fairy tales permit the following 

analysis of visual fairy tales that contempo-

rary Americans know well.

 Examining the myths and tales of different 

cultures, Lévi-Strauss determined that one tale 

could be converted into another through a se-

ries of simple operations, for example, by doing 

the following:

 1.  Converting the positive element of a myth 

into its negative.

 2.  Reversing the order of the elements.

 3.  Replacing a male hero with a female hero.

 4.  Preserving or repeating certain key elements.

 Through such operations, two apparently 

dissimilar myths can be shown to be variations 

on a common structure, that is, to be transfor-

mations of each other.

 We’ll see now that Star Wars is a systematic 

structural transformation of The Wizard of Oz. 

We may speculate about how many of the re-

semblances were conscious and how many 

simply refl ect a process of enculturation that 

Star Wars writer and director George Lucas 

shares with other Americans.

 The Wizard of Oz and Star Wars both begin 

in arid country, the fi rst in Kansas and the 

second on the desert planet Tatooine. (Recap 

13.1 lists the similarities discussed here.) Star 

Wars converts The Wizard’s female hero into 

a boy, Luke Skywalker. Fairy-tale heroes usu-

ally have short, common fi rst names and sec-

ond names that describe their origin or 

activity. Thus Luke, who travels aboard space-

ships, is a Skywalker, while Dorothy Gale is 

swept off to Oz by a cyclone (a gale of wind). 

Dorothy leaves home with her dog, Toto, who 

is pursued by and has managed to escape 

from a woman who in Oz becomes the 

Wicked Witch of the West. Luke follows his 

“Two-Two” (R2D2), who is fl eeing Darth Vader, 

the witch’s structural equivalent.

 Dorothy and Luke each start out living with 

an uncle and an aunt. However, because of 

the gender change of the hero, the primary 

relationship is reversed and inverted. Thus 

Dorothy’s relationship with her aunt is pri-

mary, warm, and loving, whereas Luke’s rela-

tionship with his uncle, though primary, is 

strained and distant. Aunt and uncle are in the 

tales for the same reason. They represent 

home (the nuclear family of orientation), 

which children (according to American culture 

norms) must eventually leave to make it on 

their own. As Bettelheim (1975) points out, 

fairy tales often disguise parents as uncle and 

aunt, and this establishes social distance. The 

child can deal with the hero’s separation (in 

The Wizard of Oz) or the aunt’s and uncle’s 

deaths (in Star Wars) more easily than with 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

I’ll Get You, My Pretty, and Your Little R2

 Goodale and Koss (1971) describe the manu-
facture of ornamental burial poles among the Tiwi 
of North Australia. Temporary separation and de-
tachment from other social roles allowed burial 
pole artists to devote themselves to their work. 
The pole artists were ceremonially commissioned 
as such after a death. They were granted tempo-
rary freedom from the daily food quest. Other 
community members agreed to serve as their pa-
trons. They supplied the artists with hard-to-get 
materials needed for their work. The burial pole 
artists were sequestered in a work area near the 
grave. That area was taboo to everyone else.
 The arts usually are defi ned as neither practical 
nor ordinary. They rely on talent, which is indi-
vidual, but which must be channeled and shaped 
in socially approved directions. Inevitably, artistic 
talent and production pull the artist away from 
the practical need to make a living. The issue of 

Locate the 
ethnographic site for 
the Tiwi of North 
Australia on Map 10.

anthropology ATLAS
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the death of or separation from real parents. 

Furthermore, this permits the child’s strong 

feelings toward his or her real parents to be 

represented in different, more central charac-

ters, such as the Wicked Witch of the West 

and Darth Vader.

 Both fi lms focus on the child’s relationship 

with the parent of the same sex, dividing that 

parent into three parts. In The Wizard, the 

mother is split into two parts bad and one part 

good. They are the Wicked Witch of the East, 

dead at the beginning of the movie; the 

Wicked Witch of the West, dead at the end; 

and Glinda, the good mother, who survives. 

The original Star Wars reversed the proportion 

of good and bad, giving Luke a good father 

(his own), the Jedi knight who is proclaimed 

dead at the fi lm’s beginning. There is another 

good father, Ben Kenobi, who is ambiguously 

dead when the movie ends. Third is the evil 

father fi gure, Darth Vader. As the good-mother 

third survives The Wizard of Oz, the bad-father 

third lives on after Star Wars, to strike back in 

the sequel.

 The child’s relationship with the parent of 

the opposite sex also is represented in the 

two fi lms. Dorothy’s father fi gure is the Wizard 

of Oz, an initially terrifying fi gure who later is 

proved to be a fake. Bettelheim notes that the 

typical fairy-tale father is disguised as a mon-

ster or giant. Or else, when preserved as a 

human, he is weak, distant, or ineffective. 

Dorothy counts on the wizard to save her but 

fi nds that he makes seemingly impossible de-

mands and in the end is just an ordinary man. 

She succeeds on her own, no longer relying 

on a father who offers no more than she her-

self possesses.

 In Star Wars (although emphatically not in 

the later fi lms), Luke’s mother fi gure is Princess 

Leia. Bettelheim notes that boys commonly 

fantasize their mothers to be unwilling cap-

tives of their fathers. Fairy tales often disguise 

mothers as princesses whose freedom the 

boy-hero must obtain. In graphic Freudian im-

agery, Darth Vader threatens Princess Leia with 

a needle the size of the witch’s broomstick. By 

the end of the fi lm, Luke has freed Leia and 

defeated Vader.

 There are other striking parallels in the 

structure of the two fi lms. Fairy-tale heroes of-

ten are accompanied on their adventures by 

secondary characters who personify the vir-

tues needed in a successful quest. Such char-

acters often come in threes. Dorothy takes 

along wisdom (the Scarecrow), love (the Tin 

Woodman), and courage (the Lion). Star Wars 

includes a structurally equivalent trio—Han 

Solo, C3PO, and Chewbacca—but their associ-

ation with particular qualities isn’t as precise. 

The minor characters are also structurally par-

allel: Munchkins and Jawas, Apple Trees and 

Sand People, Flying Monkeys and Stormtroop-

ers. And compare settings—the witch’s castle 

and the Death Star, the Emerald City and the 

rebel base. The endings are also parallel. Luke 

accomplishes his objective on his own, using 

the Force (mana, magical power). Dorothy’s 

goal is to return to Kansas. She does that by 

tapping her shoes together and drawing on the 

Force in her ruby slippers.

 All successful cultural products blend old 

and new, drawing on familiar themes. They 

may rearrange them in novel ways and thus 

win a lasting place in the imaginations of the 

culture that creates or accepts them. Star Wars 

successfully used old cultural themes in novel 

ways. It did that by drawing on the American 

fairy tale, one that had been available in book 

form since the turn of the 20th century.

how to support artists and the arts arises again 
and again. We’ve all heard the phrase “struggling 
artist.” But how should society support the arts? If 
there is state or religious support, something is 
typically expected in return. There is inevitably 
some limitation of the artist’s “free” expression. 
Patronage and sponsorship also may result in the 
creation of art-works that are removed from pub-
lic display. Art commissioned for elites often is 
displayed only in their homes, perhaps fi nding its 
way into museums after their deaths. Church-
commissioned art may be closer to the people.

Continuity and Change
The arts go on changing, although certain art 
forms have survived for thousands of years. The 
Upper Paleolithic cave art that has survived for 
more than 30,000 years was itself a highly devel-

oped manifestation of human creativity and sym-
bolism, with an undoubtedly long evolutionary 
history. Monumental architecture, along with 
sculpture, reliefs, ornamental pottery, and written 
music, literature, and drama, have survived from 
early civilizations.
 Countries and cultures are known for partic-
ular contributions, including art. The Balinese 
are known for dance; the Navajo for sand paint-
ings, jewelry, and weaving; and the French for 
making cuisine an art form. We still read Greek 
tragedies and comedies in college, as we also 
read Shakespeare and Milton, and view the works 
of Michelangelo. Greek theater is among the 
most enduring of the arts. The words of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes have 
been captured in writing and live on. Who 
knows how many great preliterate creations and 
performances have been lost?
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stores in any world capital hawk “traditional” 
arts, including musical instruments, from a hun-
dred Third World countries.
 American culture values change, experimen-
tation, innovation, and novelty. But creativity 
also may be based on tradition. The Navajo, for 
example, can be at once individualistic, conser-
vative, and attentive to traditional form. In some 
cases and cultures, as with the Navajo, it’s not 
necessary for artists to be innovative as they are 
being creative. Creativity can be expressed in 
variations on a traditional form. We see an ex-
ample of this in this chapter’s “Appreciating 
 Anthropology” above, in which Star Wars, de-
spite its specifi c story and innovative special ef-
fects, is shown to share its narrative structure 
with a previous fi lm and fairy tale. Often, artists 
show fealty to the past, associating with and 

 Classic Greek theater survives throughout the 
world. It is read in college courses, seen in the 
movies, and performed live on stages from  Athens 
to New York. In today’s world, the dramatic arts 
are part of a huge “arts and leisure” industry, 
which links Western and non-Western art forms 
in an international network that has both aesthetic 
and commercial dimensions (see Marcus and 
 Myers, eds. 1995; Root 1996). For example, non-
Western musical traditions and instruments have 
joined the modern world system. We’ve seen that 
local musicians perform for outsiders, including 
tourists who increasingly visit their villages. And 
“tribal” instruments such as the Native Austra-
lian didgeridoo, a very long wooden wind instru-
ment, are now exported worldwide. At least one 
store in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, specializes 
in didgeridoos, the only item it carries. Dozens of 

 RECAP 13.1 Star Wars as a Structural Transformation of The Wizard of Oz

STAR WARS THE WIZARD OF OZ

Male hero (Luke Skywalker) Female hero (Dorothy Gale)

Arid Tatooine Arid Kansas

Luke follows R2D2: Dorothy follows Toto:
 R2D2 fl ees Vader  Toto fl ees witch

Luke lives with uncle and aunt: Dorothy lives with uncle and aunt:
 Primary relationship with uncle  Primary relationship with aunt
  (same sex as hero)   (same sex as hero)
 Strained, distant relationship with uncle  Warm, close relationship with aunt

Tripartite division of same-sex parent: Tripartite division of same-sex parent:
 2 parts good, 1 part bad father  2 parts bad, 1 part good mother
 Good father dead at beginning  Bad mother dead at beginning
 Good father dead (?) at end  Bad mother dead at end
 Bad father survives  Good mother survives

Relationship with parent of opposite sex Relationship with parent of opposite sex
  (Princess Leia Organa):   (Wizard of Oz):
 Princess is unwilling captive  Wizard makes impossible demands
 Needle  Broomstick
 Princess is freed  Wizard turns out to be sham

Trio of companions: Trio of companions:
 Han Solo, C3PO, Chewbacca  Scarecrow, Tin Woodman, Cowardly Lion

Minor characters: Minor characters:
 Jawas  Munchkins
 Sand People  Apple Trees
 Stormtroopers  Flying Monkeys

Settings: Settings:
 Death Star  Witch’s castle
 Verdant Tikal (rebel base)  Emerald City

Conclusion: Conclusion:
 Luke uses magic to accomplish goal  Dorothy uses magic to accomplish goal
  (destroy Death Star)   (return to Kansas)

kot16988_ch13_310-339.indd Page 326  1/9/10  2:55:09 AM user-f472kot16988_ch13_310-339.indd Page 326  1/9/10  2:55:09 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



Chapter 13  Arts, Media, and Sports 327

unavailable in the local setting, to locate informa-
tion, to make social comparisons, to relieve frus-
trations, to chart social courses, and to formulate 
life plans. Through popular culture, including 
various media, people may symbolically resist 
the unequal power relations they face each day in 
the family, at work, and in the classroom. Popular 
culture (from hip-hop to comedy) can be used to 
express discontent and resistance by groups that 
are or feel powerless or oppressed.

building on, rather than rejecting, the work of 
their predecessors.
 As ingredients and fl avors from all over the 
world are combined in modern cuisine, so too are 
elements from many cultures and epochs woven 
into contemporary art and performance. We’ve 
seen that the arts typically draw in multiple me-
dia. Given the richness of today’s media world, 
multimedia are even more marked.

MEDIA AND CULTURE
Today’s mass culture, aka popular culture, features 
cultural forms that have appeared and spread rap-
idly because of major changes in the material con-
ditions of contemporary life—particularly work 
organization, transportation, and communication, 
including the media. Sports, movies, TV shows, 
amusement parks, and fast-food restaurants have 
become powerful elements of national (and inter-
national) culture. They provide a framework of 
common expectations, experiences, and behavior 
overriding differences in region, class, formal reli-
gious affi liation, political sentiments, gender, eth-
nic group, and place of residence.

Using the Media
Any media-borne image or message can be ana-
lyzed in terms of its nature, including its symbol-
ism, and its effects. It also can be analyzed as a 
text. We usually think of a text as a textbook, like 
this one, but the term has a more general meaning. 
Text can refer to anything that can be “read”—that 
is, processed, interpreted, and assigned meaning 
by anyone exposed to it. In this sense, a text doesn’t 
have to be written. The term may refer to a fi lm, an 
image, or an event. “Readers”—users of the text—
make their own interpretations and derive their 
own feelings from it. “Readers” of media mes-
sages constantly produce their own meanings.
 In his book Understanding Popular Culture 
(1989), John Fiske views each individual’s use of 
popular culture as a creative act (an original 
“reading” of a text). For example, a particular 
rock star or movie means something different to 
each fan as well as each person who really hates 
that star or fi lm. As Fiske puts it, “the meanings 
I make from a text are pleasurable when I feel 
that they are my meanings and that they relate to 
my everyday life in a practical, direct way” (1989, 
p. 57). All of us can creatively “read” print me-
dia, along with music, television, fi lms, celebri-
ties, and other popular culture products (see 
Fiske and Hartley 2003).
 Media consumers actively select, evaluate, and 
interpret media in ways that make sense to them. 
People use media for all sorts of reasons: to vali-
date beliefs, to indulge fantasies, to fi nd messages 

text
Cultural product that is 
processed and assigned 
meaning by anyone 
 exposed to it.

In Athens, Greece, ancient Greek theater is being staged for a contemporary 

audience. Theater is typically a multimedia experience, with visual, aural, and 

often musical attributes.

A synthesis of new and old theater techniques, including puppetry, is used in 

the Broadway production of Disney’s The Lion King. What artistic infl uences 

have inspired the images shown in this photo?

kot16988_ch13_310-339.indd Page 327  1/9/10  2:55:10 AM user-f472kot16988_ch13_310-339.indd Page 327  1/9/10  2:55:10 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



328 PART 2 Appreciating Cultural Diversity

cable, satellite, the Internet, television, movies, 
radio, telephones, print, and other sources) that 
can provide contact, information, entertainment, 
and potential social validation. In Brazil, greater 
use of all media (e.g., TV and print) was part of 
an external orientation, a general wish for infor-
mation, contacts, models, and support beyond 
those that were locally and routinely available. 
This linking role of media probably is less impor-
tant for people who feel most comfortable in and 
with their local setting. For some of our infor-
mants in Michigan, media offered a welcome 
gateway to a wider world, while others were 
comfortable with, and even sought to enhance, 
their isolation, limiting both media exposure and 
the outside social contacts of themselves and 
their children.
 Connection to a wider world, real or imag-
ined, is a way to move beyond local standards 
and expectations, even if the escape is only tem-
porary and vicarious. David Ignatius (2007) de-
scribes the escapist value of 19th-century English 
novels, expressed particularly through their 
 heroines—women who were “passionate seek-
ers,” pursuing “free thought and personal free-
dom,” rejecting the “easy comforts and arranged 
marriages of their class” in their quest for some-
thing more. Despite (and/or because of) their in-
dependent or rebellious temperaments, characters 
such as Elizabeth Bennett in Jane Austen’s Pride 
and Prejudice almost always found a happy 
 ending. Sympathetic 19th-century readers found 
such a heroine’s success “deeply satisfying” be-
cause there were so few opportunities in real life 
(the local community) to see such behavior and 
choices (all quotes from Ignatius 2007:A21).

 In one town in southern Brazil, Alberto Costa 
found that women and young adults of both 
sexes were particularly attracted to telenovelas, 
melodramatic nightly programs often compared 
to American soap operas, usually featuring so-
phisticated urban settings (see Kottak 1990a). In 
the small community that Costa studied (as part 
of a larger study of TV in Brazil in which I par-
ticipated), young people and women used the 
more liberal content of telenovelas to challenge 
conservative local norms. In Brazil, traditional 
information brokers and moral guardians (e.g., 
older men, elites, intellectuals, educators, and 
the clergy) tended to be more suspicious and dis-
missive of the media than were less powerful 
 people—probably because media messages often 
clashed with their own.
 In a more recent study in Michigan, focusing 
on media use in the context of work and family 
decisions, Lara Descartes and I (2009) found that 
parents selected media messages that supported 
and reinforced their own opinions and life 
choices. Varied media images of work and fam-
ily allowed parents to get a sense of what others 
were thinking and doing, and to identify or con-
trast themselves with media fi gures. Our infor-
mants compared themselves with people and 
situations from the media as well as with people 
in their own lives. We also found, as in Brazil, 
that some people (traditionalists) were much 
more dismissive of, distrustful of, or hostile to 
media than others were.
 When people seek certain messages and can-
not easily fi nd them in their home communities, 
they are likely to look somewhere else. The media 
offer a rich web of external connections (through 

For years, India’s 

Bollywood fi lm and 

TV industry has 

been an important 

non–Western center 

of cultural produc-

tion. Shown here, an 

Indian cinema 

worker mounts a 

poster for the Oscar 

winning movie 

Slumdog Millionaire 

which was inspired 

in part by the Bolly-

wood tradition.
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Assessing the Effects of Television
In the Brazilian study mentioned in the last sec-
tion, and described more fully in Chapter 1, my 
associates and I studied how TV infl uences behav-
ior, attitudes, and values. That research is the basis 
of my book Prime-Time Society: An Anthropological 
Analysis of Television and Culture (expanded ed. 
2010)—a comparative study of television in Brazil 
and the United States. One possible effect of televi-
sion on reproductive behavior was suggested by 
an account in the popular press. I fi rst considered 
the possibility that TV might be infl uencing Brazil-
ian family planning when I read an intriguing ar-
ticle in the New York Times. Based on interviews 
with Brazilians, that report suggested that TV 
(along with other factors) was infl uencing Brazil-
ians to limit family size. Fortunately, we had the 
quantitative data to test that hypothesis.
 Our fi ndings in Brazil confi rmed many other 
studies conducted throughout the world in show-
ing that the strongest predictor of (smaller) fam-
ily size is a woman’s educational level.  However, 
two television variables—current viewing level, 
and especially the number of years of TV pres-
ence in the home—were better predictors of 
(smaller) family size than were many other 
 potential predictors, including income, class, and 
religiosity. Furthermore, the contraceptive effects 
of TV exposure had been totally  unplanned.
 In the four towns in our study with the longest 
exposure to television, the average woman had a 

 The arts allow us to imagine possibilities be-
yond our own circumstances and experience. The 
mass media are an important source for such 
imagining. In this chapter’s “Appreciating Diver-
sity” we see how contemporary American popu-
lar culture creates idealized social worlds. As the 
media celebrate the rich and the famous, media 
portrayals often present a homogenized upper 
middle-class lifestyle in which social diversity is 
minimized. This contrasts with the class diversity 
that typifi es Brazilian television, which is dis-
cussed later in this chapter. An anthropological 
approach to the arts recognizes that they must be 
understood in relation to sociocultural diversity 
in time and space.
 Another role of the media is to provide social 
cement—a basis for sharing—as families or 
friends watch favorite programs or attend such 
events as games and performances together. The 
media can provide common ground for much 
larger groups, nationally and internationally. Bra-
zilians and Italians can be just as excited, at the 
same moment but with radically different emo-
tions, by a soccer goal scored in a World Cup 
match. And they can remember the same winning 
goal or head butt for decades. The common infor-
mation and knowledge that people acquire 
through exposure to the same media illustrate 
culture in the anthropological sense. (For other 
media roles, functions, and effects, see Askew and 
Wilk, eds. 2002, and Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and 
Larkin, eds. 2002).

Popular demand for 

birth control often 

must be created, for 

example, through 

multimedia cam-

paigns, illustrated by 

the poster shown in 

this photo from 

 India. In Brazil, how-

ever, there has been 

little direct use of TV 

to get people to limit 

their offspring. How 

then has television 

infl uenced Brazilians 

to plan smaller 

families?
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of reproductive histories. Of course, television ex-
posure at a site is an aspect of that site’s increasing 
overall access to external systems and resources, 
which usually include improved methods of con-
traception. But the impact of longer home TV expo-

TV set in her home for 15 years and had 2.3 preg-
nancies. In the three communities where TV had 
arrived most recently, the average woman had a 
home set for four years and had fi ve pregnancies. 
Thus, length of site exposure was a useful predictor 

All cultures express imagination—in dreams, 
fantasies, songs, myths, and stories. The arts 
allow us to imagine a set of possible lives be-
yond our own. One very important source for 
this imagining has been the mass media, in-
cluding television, movies, and the popular 
press. Here we see how American popular cul-
ture has moved from a preoccupation with class 
differences to a tendency to deny or ignore their 
existence. Although the media continue to ap-
preciate the lifestyles of the rich and famous, 
what is gone is the preoccupation with differ-
ence. The narratives we see on screen and in 
print today often present a homogenized upper 
middle-class lifestyle in which social diversity is 
minimized and the economic underpinnings of 
class are ignored.

On television and in the movies now, and 

even in the pages of novels, people tend to 

dwell in a classless, homogenized American 

Never-Never Land. This place is an upgrade, 

but not a drastic one, from the old neighbor-

hood where Beaver, Ozzie and Harriet, and 

Donna Reed used to live; it’s those yuppifi ed 

city blocks where the friends on “Friends” and 

the “Seinfeld” gang had their apartments, or in 

the now more fashionable version, it’s part of 

the same exurb as One Tree Hill and Wisteria 

Lane—those airbrushed suburbs where all the 

cool young people hang out and where the 

pecking order of sex and looks has replaced 

the old hierarchy of jobs and money. . . . 

 In the years before World War II, you couldn’t 

go to the movies or get very far in a novel with-

out being reminded that ours was a society 

where some were much better off than others, 

and where the class divide—especially the gap 

separating middle from upper—was an ines-

capable fact of life. The yearning to bridge this 

gap is most persistently and most romantically 

evoked in [F. Scott] Fitzgerald, of course, in 

characters like the former Jay Gatz of Nowhere, 

N.D. (The Great Gatsby), staring across Long 

 Island Sound at that distant green light, and all 

those moony young men standing in the stag 

line at the country club, hoping to be noticed 

by the rich girls.

 But there is also a darker version, the one 

that turns up in Dreiser’s “American Tragedy” 

(1925), for example, where class envy . . .  

causes Clyde Griffi ths to drown his hopelessly 

proletarian sweetheart, and where the impos-

sibility of transcending his lot leads him inevita-

bly to the electric chair. (In the upstate New 

York town of Lycurgus, where the story takes 

place, Dreiser reminds us that “the line of de-

marcation and stratifi cation between the rich 

and the poor was as sharp as though cut by a 

knife or divided by a high wall.”)

 Some novels trade on class anxiety to 

evoke not the dream of betterment but the 

great American nightmare: the dread of wak-

ing up one day and fi nding yourself at the 

bottom. Frank Norris’s “McTeague” is about a 

San Francisco dentist who, unmasked as a 

fraud, sinks to a life of crime and degrada-

tion . . .  These books . . .  suggested that the 

worst thing that could possibly happen to an 

American was to topple from his perch on 

the class ladder. . . . 

 The poor are noticeably absent, however, in 

the great artistic fl owering of the American 

novel at the turn of the 19th century, in the 

work of writers like Henry James, William Dean 

Howells and Edith Wharton, who are almost 

exclusively concerned with the rich or the as-

piring middle classes: their marriages, their 

houses, their money and their stuff. Not acci-

dentally, these novels coincided with America’s 

Gilded Age, the era of overnight fortunes and 

conspicuous spending that followed in the 

wake of the Civil War . . . 

 One of the messages of the novel is that in 

America new money very quickly, in a genera-

tion or less, takes on the patina of old; another 

is that the class structure is necessarily propped 

up by deceit and double standards. . . . 

 What was the appeal? Vouyerism, in part . . .  

Fiction back then had a kind of documentary 

function; it was one of the places Americans 

went to learn about how other Americans lived. 

In time novels ceased to be so reportorial. . . . 

 Novels these days take place in a kind of 

all-purpose middle-class America, in neighbor-

hoods that could be almost anyplace, and 

where the burdens are more psychic than eco-

nomic, with people too busy tending to their 

faltering relationships to pay much attention to 

keeping up with the neighbors.

 It’s a place where everyone fi ts in, more or 

less, but where, if you look hard enough, no-

body feels really at home.

 Novel reading is a middle-class pastime, 

which is another reason that novels have so 

often focused on the middle and upper classes. 

Mass entertainment is another matter, and 

when Hollywood took up the class theme, 

which it did in the 1930’s, it made a crucial ad-

justment. During the Depression, the studios, 

D I V E R S I T Y
What Ever Happened to Class?

appreciating
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cluding contraception) are greater in Brazil now 
than they used to be. But, as Manoff (1994) notes, 
based on experience in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America, family planning is not assured by the 
availability of contraceptives. Popular demand for 

sure showed up not only when we compared sites 
but also within age cohorts, within sites, and among 
individual women in our total sample.
 What social mechanisms were behind these 
correlations? Family planning opportunities (in-

which were mostly run by immigrant Jews, 

turned out a string of formulaic fantasies about 

life among the Gentile upper crust.

 These movies were essentially twin varia-

tions on a single theme: either a rich young 

man falls for a working girl . . .  or an heiress 

takes up with a young man who has to work for 

a living. . . . 

 The upper-class person is thawed and hu-

manized by the poorer one, but in every case 

the exchange is seen as fair and equitable, with 

the lower-class character giving as much as he 

or she gets in return. Unlike the novels of class, 

with their anxieties and sense of unbridgeable 

gaps, these are stories of harmony and inclu-

sion, and they added what proved to be an en-

during twist on the American view of class: the 

notion that wealth and privilege are somewhat 

crippling conditions. . . . 

 Television used to be fascinated with blue-

collar life, in shows like “The Honeymooners,” 

“All in the Family,” “Sanford and Son” and 

“Roseanne,” but lately it too has turned its at-

tention elsewhere. The only people who work 

on televison now are cops, doctors and law-

yers, and they’re so busy they seldom get to 

go home. The one vestige of the old curiosity 

about how other people live is in so-called 

reality television, when Paris Hilton and Nicole 

Richie drop in on rubes in “The Simple Life,” 

or when upper- and middle-class families 

trade moms on “Wife Swap” and experience 

a week of culture shock.

 But most reality television trades in a fan-

tasy of sorts, based on the old game-show for-

mula: the idea that you can be plucked out of 

ordinary life and anointed the new supermodel, 

the new diva, the new survivor, the new assis-

tant to Donald Trump. You get an instant infu-

sion of wealth and are simultaneously vested 

with something far more valuable: celebrity, 

which has become a kind of super-class in 

America, and one that renders all the old cat-

egories irrelevant. Celebrities, in fact, have in-

herited much of the glamour and sexiness that 

used to attach itself to the aristocracy . . . 

 But if the margins have shifted, and if fame, 

for example, now counts for more than breed-

ing, what persists is the great American theme 

of longing, of wanting something more, or other, 

than what you were born with—the wish not to 

rise in class so much as merely to become 

classy. If you believe the novels of Dickens or 

Thackeray, say, the people who feel most at 

home in Britain are those who know their place, 

and that has seldom been the case in this coun-

try, where the boundaries of class seem just 

elusive and permeable enough to sustain both 

the fear of falling and the dream of escape.

SOURCE: Charles McGrath, “In Fiction, a Long History of 

Fixation on the Social Gap.” From The New York 

Times, June 8, 2005. © 2005 The New York Times. All 

rights reserved. Used by permission and protected by 

the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Mate-

rial without express written permission is prohibited. 

www.nytimes.com

What’s the class status of these “Desperate Housewives,” who reside on TV’s Wisteria 

Lane? From what do they derive this class status?
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Football
Football, we say, is only a game, yet it has become 
a hugely popular spectator sport. On fall Satur-
days, millions of people travel to and from college 
football games. Smaller congregations meet in high 
school stadiums. Millions of Americans watch tele-
vised football. Indeed, nearly half the adult popu-
lation of the United States watches the Super Bowl, 
which attracts fans of diverse ages, ethnic back-
grounds, regions, religions, political parties, jobs, 
social statuses, levels of wealth, and genders.
 The popularity of football, particularly profes-
sional football, depends directly on the mass me-
dia, especially television. Is football, with its 
territorial incursion, hard hitting, and violence, oc-
casionally resulting in injury, popular because 
Americans are violent people? Are football specta-
tors vicariously realizing their own hostile and ag-
gressive tendencies? The anthropologist W. Arens 
(1981) discounts this interpretation. He points out 
that football is a peculiarly American pastime. Al-
though a similar game is played in Canada, it is 
less popular there. Baseball has become a popular 
sport in the Caribbean, parts of Latin America, and 
Japan. Basketball and volleyball also are spread-
ing. However, throughout most of the world, soc-
cer is the most popular sport. Arens argues that if 
football were a particularly effective channel for 
expressing aggression, it would have spread (like 
soccer and baseball) to many other countries, 
where people have as many aggressive tendencies 
and hostile feelings as Americans do. Furthermore, 
he suggests that if a sport’s popularity rested sim-
ply on a bloodthirsty temperament, boxing, a far 
bloodier sport, would be America’s national pas-
time. He concludes reasonably that the explana-
tion for football’s popularity lies elsewhere.
 Arens contends that football is popular be-
cause it symbolizes certain key aspects of Ameri-
can life. In particular, it features teamwork based 
on specialization and division of labor, which are 
pervasive features of contemporary life. Susan 
Montague and Robert Morais (1981) take the 
analysis a step further. They argue that Ameri-
cans appreciate football because it presents a min-
iaturized and simplifi ed version of modern 
organizations. People have trouble understand-
ing organizational bureaucracies, whether in 
business, universities, or government. Football, 
the anthropologists argue, helps us understand 
how decisions are made and rewards are allo-
cated in organizations.
 Montague and Morais link football’s values, 
particularly teamwork, to those associated with 
business. Like corporate workers, the ideal players 
are diligent and dedicated to the team. Within cor-
porations, however, decision making is compli-
cated, and workers aren’t always rewarded for 
their dedication and good job performance. Deci-
sions are simpler and rewards are more consistent 

contraception has to be created—often through 
“social marketing”—that is, planned multimedia 
campaigns such as that illustrated by the photo 
above showing an advertisement for vasectomies 
in India (see also Manoff 1994). In Brazil, however, 
there has been little direct use of TV to get people 
to limit their offspring. How then has television 
infl uenced Brazilians to plan smaller families?
 We noticed that Brazilian TV families tend to 
have fewer children than traditional small-town 
Brazilians do. Narrative form and production 
costs limit the number of players in each telenovela 
(nightly soap opera) to about 50 characters. Tele-
novelas usually are gender-balanced and include 
three-generation extended families of different so-
cial classes, so that some of the main characters 
can “rise in life” by marrying up. (Notice how the 
Brazilian portrayal of class diversity contrasts 
with the current American tendency to overlook 
class differences, as described in “Appreciating 
Anthropology” on pp. 324–325.) These narrative 
conventions limit the number of young children 
per TV family. We concluded that people’s ideas 
about proper family size are infl uenced as they 
see, day after day, nuclear families smaller than 
the traditional ones in their towns. Furthermore, 
the aim of commercial television is to sell products 
and lifestyles. Brazilian TV families routinely are 
shown enjoying consumer goods and lives of lei-
sure, to which viewers learn to aspire. Telenovelas 
may convey the idea that viewers can achieve such 
lifestyles by emulating the apparent family plan-
ning of TV characters. The effect of Brazilian tele-
vision on family planning seems to be a corollary 
of a more general, TV-infl uenced shift from tradi-
tional toward more liberal social attitudes, de-
scribed in Chapter 1. Anthropologist Janet Dunn’s 
(2000) further fi eld work in Brazil has demon-
strated how TV exposure actually works to infl u-
ence reproductive choice and family planning.

SPORTS AND CULTURE
We now turn to the cultural context of sports and 
the cultural values expressed in them. Because so 
much of what we know about sports comes from 
the media, we also are extending our consider-
ation in this section to the pervasive role of the 
mass media in contemporary life. This section 
mainly describes how sports and the media re-
fl ect culture. Sports and the media infl uence cul-
ture as well, as we just saw in the discussion of 
how Brazilian television modifi es social attitudes 
and family planning. Thus, the infl uence of me-
dia (and sports) on culture and vice versa is re-
ciprocal. Chapter 1 discussed how sports 
participation can modify body types, and how 
cultural values (about body proportions) causes 
sports participation by men and women to vary 
in different cultures.
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 audiences. Brazilian television, by contrast, has 
much less sports coverage, with no nationally 
televised annual event comparable to the Super-
bowl or the World Series. The World (soccer) Cup, 
held every four years, is the only sports event that 
consistently draws huge  national audiences.
 In international com petition, outstanding Bra-
zilian athletes, such as 1984 Olympic silver med-
alist swimmer Ricardo Prado—or any soccer 
player in the Olympics or World Cup—represent 
Brazilians, almost in the same way as Congress is 
said to represent the people of the United States. 
A win by a Brazilian team or the occasional na-
tionally known individual athlete is felt to bring 
respect to the entire nation, but the Brazilian me-
dia are strikingly intolerant of losers. When Prado 
swam for his medal in the fi nals of the 400 Indi-
vidual Medley (IM), during prime time on na-
tional TV, one newsmagazine observed that “it 
was as though he was the country with a swim-
suit on, jumping in the pool in a collective search 
for success” (Isto É 1984). Prado’s own feelings 
confi rmed the magazine, “When I was on the 
stands, I thought of just one thing: what they’ll 
think of the result in Brazil.” After beating his old 
world record by 1.33 seconds, in a second-place 
fi nish, Prado told a fellow team member, “I think 
I did everything right. I feel like a winner, but will 
they think I’m a loser in Brazil?” Prado realized as 
he swam that he was performing in prime time 
and that “all of Brazil would be watching” (Veja 
1984a). He complained about having the expecta-
tions of an entire country focused on him. He con-
trasted the situations of Brazilian and American 
athletes. The United States has, he said, so many 
athletes that no single one has to summarize the 
country’s hopes (Veja 1984a).
 Fortunately, Brazil did seem to value Prado’s 
performance, which was responsible for  “Brazil’s 
best result ever in Olympic swimming” (Veja 
1984a). Previously the country had won a 
total of three bronze medals. Labeling 
Prado “the man of 
silver,” the media 
never tired of char-
acterizing his main 
event, the 400 IM, in 
which he once had held the 
world record, as the most 
challenging event in swim-
ming. However, the kind 
words for Ricardo Prado 
did not extend to the rest 
of the Brazilian team. The 
press lamented their 
“succession of fail-
ures . . .  accumulated in 
the fi rst days of competi-
tion” (Veja 1984a).  (Brazil 
fi nally got swimming gold 
at the 2008 games in 

in football, these anthropologists contend, and this 
helps explain its popularity. Even if we can’t fi gure 
out how ExxonMobil or Microsoft run, any fan can 
become an expert on football’s rules, teams, scores, 
statistics, and patterns of play. Even more impor-
tant, football suggests that the values stressed by 
business really do pay off. Teams whose members 
work the hardest, show the most spirit, and best 
develop and coordinate their talents can be ex-
pected to win more often than other teams do.
 Illustrating the values of hard work and team-
work, consider some quotes from a story about the 
selection of New England Patriots quarterback 
Tom Brady as 2007 Associated Press Male Athlete 
of the Year. On the value of hard work: “Tom Brady 
arrives at Gillette Stadium before the sun comes 
up. As always, there is work to be done, and no 
time to waste.” “You see him here at 6:15 in the 
morning, lifting weights, watching fi lm and work-
ing out.” On the value of teamwork: “I play in a 
team sport,” Brady said. “Everybody I play with is 
responsible for what each of us accomplishes as 
individuals and for what we all accomplish as a 
team.” (All quotes from Ulman 2007).

What Determines International 
Sports Success?
Why do countries excel at particular sports? Why 
do certain nations pile up dozens of Olympic med-
als while others win only a handful, or none at all? 
It isn’t simply a matter of rich and poor, developed 
and underdeveloped, or even of governmental or 
other institutional support of promising athletes. 
It isn’t even a question of a “national will to win,” 
for although certain nations stress winning even 
more than Americans do, a cultural focus on win-
ning doesn’t necessarily lead to the desired result.
 Cultural values, social forces, and the media 
infl uence international sports success. We can see 
this by contrasting the United States and Brazil, 
two countries with continental proportions and 
large, physically and ethnically diverse popula-
tions. Although each is its continent’s major eco-
nomic power, they offer revealing contrasts in 
Olympic success: In the 2008 Summer Olympics 
the United States won 110 medals, while Brazil 
managed only 15.
 Through visual demonstration, commentary, 
and explanation of rules and training, the media 
can heighten interest in all kinds of sports— 
amateur and professional, team and individual, 
spectator and participatory. Americans’ interest in 
sports has been honed over the years by an ever-
growing media establishment, which provides a 
steady stream of matches, games, playoffs, cham-
pionships, and analyses. Cable and satellite TV 
offer almost constant sports coverage, including 
packages for every sport and season. The Super 
Bowl is a national event. The Olympic games 
get extensive coverage and attract signifi cant 
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against the Denver 

Broncos on Sunday, 
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plifi es the values of 

hard work and 

teamwork consid-

ered to be important 

in football.
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fast enough, when they don’t make previous 
times. One might predict, accurately, that sports 
with more subjective standards would not be very 
popular in Brazil. Brazilians like to assign blame 
to athletes who fail them, and negative comments 
about gymnasts or divers are more diffi cult be-
cause grace and execution can’t be quantifi ed as 
easily as time can.
 Brazilians, I think, value winning so much be-
cause it is so rare. In the United States, resources 
are more abundant, social classes less marked, 
opportunities for achievement more numerous, 
poverty less pervasive, and individual social 
mobility easier. American society has room for 
many winners. Brazilian society is more strati-
fi ed; a much smaller middle class and elite group 
comprise perhaps a third of the population. 
 Brazilian sports echo lessons from the larger so-
ciety: victories are scarce and reserved for the 
privileged few.

Being versus Doing
The factors believed to contribute to sports suc-
cess belong to a larger context of cultural values. 
Particularly relevant is the contrast between as-
cribed and achieved status. Individuals have little 
control over their ascribed statuses (e.g., age, gen-
der); these depend on what one is rather than 
what one does. On the other hand, people have 
more control over their achieved statuses (e.g., 
student, golfer, tennis player). Because we start 
out the same (at least in the eyes of American 
law), American culture emphasizes achieved over 
ascribed status: We are supposed to make of our 

 Beijing, with Cesar Cielo Filho winning the 
50 meter freestyle race.)
 Because Brazilian athletes are expected almost 
to be their country, and because team sports are 
emphasized, the Brazilian media focus too exclu-
sively on winning. Winning, of course, is also an 
American cultural value, particularly for team 
sports, as in Brazil. American football coaches are 
famous for comments such as “Winning isn’t ev-
erything; it’s the only thing” and “Show me a good 
loser and I’ll show you a loser.” However, and par-
ticularly for sports such as running, swimming, 
diving, gymnastics, and skating, which focus on 
the individual, and in which American athletes 
usually do well, American culture also admires 
“moral victories,” “personal bests,” “comeback 
athletes,” and “Special Olympics,” and commends 
those who run good races without fi nishing fi rst. 
In amateur and individual sports, American cul-
ture tells us that hard work and personal improve-
ment can be as important as winning.
 Americans are so accustomed to being told 
that their culture overemphasizes winning that 
they may fi nd it hard to believe that other cultures 
value it even more. Brazil certainly does.  Brazilian 
sports enthusiasts are preoccupied with world re-
cords, probably because only a win (as in soccer) 
or a best time (as in swimming) can make Brazil 
indisputably, even if temporarily, the best in the 
world at something. Prado’s former world record 
in the 400 IM was mentioned constantly in the 
press prior to his Olympic swim. Such a best-time 
standard also provides Brazilians with a ready 
basis to fault a swimmer or runner for not going 
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American media almost always focus on some as-
pect of doing, some special personal triumph or 
achievement. Often this involves the athlete’s 
struggle with adversity (illness, injury, pain, the 
death of a parent, sibling, friend, or coach). The 
featured athlete is presented as not only success-
ful but noble and self-sacrifi cing as well.
 Given the Brazilian focus on ascribed status, 
the guiding assumption is that one can’t do more 
than what one is. One year the Brazilian Olympic 
Committee sent no female swimmers to the Sum-
mer Olympics because none had made arbitrarily 
established cutoff times. This excluded a South 
American record holder, while swimmers with 
no better times were attending from other coun-
tries. No one seemed to imagine that Olympic 
excitement might spur swimmers to extraordi-
nary efforts.
 Achievement-oriented American sports cov-
erage, in stark contrast, feasts on unexpected 
results, illustrating adherence to the American 
sports credo originally enunciated by the New 
York Yankee legend Yogi Berra: “It’s not over till 
it’s over.” American culture, supposedly so 
practical and realistic, has a remarkable faith in 
coming from behind—in unexpected and mi-
raculous achievements.
 These values are those of an achievement- 
oriented society where (ideally) “anything is possi-
ble” compared with an ascribed-status society in 
which it’s ended before it’s begun. In  American 
sports coverage, underdogs and unexpected re-
sults, virtually ignored by the Brazilian media, pro-
vide some of the “brightest” moments. Brazilian 
culture has little interest in the unexpected. Athletes 
internalize these values. Brazilians assume that if 
you go into an event with a top seed time, as Ri-
cardo Prado did, you’ve got a chance to win a 
medal. Prado’s second-place fi nish made perfect 

lives what we will and can. Success comes through 
achievement. An American’s identity emerges as 
a result of what he or she does.
 In Brazil, on the other hand, identity rests on 
being rather than doing, on what one is from the 
start—a strand in a web of personal connections, 
originating in social class and the extended fam-
ily. Parents, in-laws, and extended kin routinely 
are tapped for entries to desired settings and posi-
tions. Family position and network membership 
contribute substantially to individual fortune, 
and all social life is hierarchical. High-status Bra-
zilians don’t stand patiently in line as Americans 
do. Important people expect their business to be 
attended to immediately, and social inferiors 
readily yield. Rules don’t apply uniformly, but 
differentially, according to social class. The fi nal 
resort in any conversation is “Do you know who 
you’re talking to?” The American opposite, re-
fl ecting our democratic and egalitarian ethos, is 
“Who do you think you are?” (DaMatta 1991).
 The following description of a Brazilian judo 
medalist (as reported by Veja magazine) illustrates 
the importance of ascribed status and the fact that 
in Brazilian life victories are regarded as scarce 
and reserved for the privileged few.

Middle-weight Olympic bronze medalist 
 Walter Carmona began judo at age six and 
 became a São Paulo champion at twelve . . .  
Carmona lives in São Paulo with his family 
(father, mother, siblings) . . . He is fully sup-
ported by his father, a factory owner. Walter 
Carmona’s life has been comfortable—he has 
been able to study and dedicate himself to 
judo without worries (Veja 1984b, p. 61).

 Faced with an athlete from a well-off family, 
American reporters, by contrast, rarely conclude 
that privilege is the main reason for success. 

Refl ecting larger 

cultural values, 

Americans usually 

do well in sports 

that emphasize in-

dividual achieve-

ment. “Special 
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the one shown here 

in Atlanta, Georgia, 

commend people 

who run good races 

without being the 

best in the world.
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that by the time athletes actually enter Olympic 
competition all are so similar (the American value 
of equality) that only mysterious and chance factors 
can explain variable success. The American focus 
on the unexpected applies to losses as well as wins. 
Such concepts as chance, fate, mystery, and uncer-
tainty are viewed as legitimate reasons for defeat. 
Runners and skaters fall; ligaments tear; a gymnast 
“inexplicably” falls off the pommel horse.
 Americans thus recognize chance disaster as 
companion to unexpected success, but Brazilians 
place more responsibility on the individual, as-
signing personal fault. Less is attributed to factors 
beyond human control. When individuals who 
should have performed well don’t, they are 
blamed for their failures. It is culturally appropri-
ate in Brazil to use poor health as an excuse for 
losing. Brazilian athletes routinely mention colds 
or diarrhea as a reason for a poor performance, or 
even for withdrawing from a race at the last min-
ute (Veja 1984c). Brazilians use health problems as 
an excuse, whereas Americans use poor health as 
a challenge that often can be met and bested.
 Despite its characteristic focus on doing, Amer-
ican culture does not insist that individuals can 
fully control outcomes, and it’s not as necessary 
as it is in Brazil for athletes to explain their own 
failures. The Brazilian media, by contrast, feel it 
necessary to assign fault for failure—and this usu-
ally means blaming the athlete(s). Characteristi-
cally, the American media talk much more about 
the injuries and illnesses of the victors and fi nish-
ers than those of the losers and quitters. Recently, 
in the baseball steroid scandal, Americans have 
faulted athletes for chemically achieved success, 
certainly a violation of the American work ethic. 
Even if one is doing drugs, steroid use alters what 
one is. The success of a modifi ed being is illegiti-
mate compared with the achievements of an inde-
pendently self-made champion.

sense back home because his former world record 
had been bettered before the race began.

Given the overwhelming value 
American culture places on work, it 

might seem surprising that our me-
dia devote so much attention to 
unforeseen results and so little to 
the years of training, prepara-
tion, and competition that un-
derlie Olympic performance. It 
probably is assumed that hard 
work is so obvious and funda-

mental that it goes without say-
ing. Or perhaps the assumption is 
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Acing the 
COURSE

Summary 1.  Even if they lack a word for “art,” people every-
where do associate an aesthetic experience with 
objects and events having certain qualities. The 
arts, sometimes called “expressive culture,” in-
clude the visual arts, literature (written and oral), 
music, and theater arts. Some issues raised about 
religion also apply to art. If we adopt a special at-
titude or demeanor when confronting a sacred 
object, do we display something similar with art? 

Much art has been done in association with reli-
gion. In tribal performances, the arts and religion 
often mix. But non-Western art isn’t always linked 
to religion.

2.  The special places where we fi nd art include 
museums, concert halls, opera houses, and the-
aters. However, the boundary between what’s 
art and what’s not may be blurred. Variation in 
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in an international network with both aesthetic 
and commercial dimensions.

6.  Any media-borne message can be analyzed as a 
text, something that can be “read”—that is, pro-
cessed, interpreted, and assigned meaning by 
anyone exposed to it. People use media to vali-
date beliefs, indulge fantasies, seek out messages, 
make social comparisons, relieve frustrations, 
chart social courses, and resist unequal power 
relations. The media can provide common 
ground for social groups. Length of home TV ex-
posure is a useful measure of the impact of tele-
vision on values, attitudes, and beliefs. The effect 
of Brazilian television on family planning seems 
to be a corollary of a more general TV-infl uenced 
shift from traditional toward more liberal social 
attitudes.

7.  Much of what we know about sports comes from 
the media. Sports and the media both refl ect and 
infl uence culture. Football symbolizes and sim-
plifi es certain key aspects of American life and 
values (e.g., hard work and teamwork). Cultural 
values, social forces, and the media infl uence in-
ternational sports success. In amateur and indi-
vidual sports, American culture tells us that hard 
work and personal improvement can be as im-
portant as winning. Other cultures, such as Brazil, 
may value winning even more than Americans 
do. The factors believed to contribute to sports 
success belong to a larger context of cultural val-
ues. Particularly relevant is the contrast between 
ascribed and achieved status: being versus doing. 
An American’s identity emerges as a result of 
what he or she does. In Brazil, by contrast, iden-
tity rests on being: what one is from the start—a 
strand in a web of personal connections, originat-
ing in social class and the extended family.

art appreciation is especially common in con-
temporary society, with its professional artists 
and critics and great cultural diversity.

3.  Those who work with non-Western art have been 
criticized for ignoring individual artists and for 
focusing too much on the social context and col-
lective artistic production. Art is work, albeit 
 creative work. In state societies, some people 
manage to support themselves as full-time artists. 
In nonstates artists are normally part-time. Com-
munity standards judge the mastery and comple-
tion displayed in a work of art. Typically, the arts 
are exhibited, evaluated, performed, and appreci-
ated in society. Music, which is often performed 
in groups, is among the most social of the arts. 
Folk art, music, and lore refer to the expressive 
culture of ordinary, usually rural, people.

4.  Art can stand for tradition, even when traditional 
art is removed from its original context. Art can 
express community sentiment, with political 
goals, used to call attention to social issues. Often, 
art is meant to commemorate and to last. Grow-
ing acceptance of the anthropological defi nition 
of culture has guided the humanities beyond fi ne 
art, elite art, and Western art to the creative ex-
pressions of the masses and of many cultures. 
Myths, legends, tales, and the art of storytelling 
often play important roles in the transmission of 
culture. Many societies offer career tracks in the 
arts; a child born into a particular family or lin-
eage may discover that he or she is destined for a 
career in leather working or weaving.

5.  The arts go on changing, although certain art 
forms have survived for thousands of years. 
Countries and cultures are known for particular 
contributions. Today, a huge “arts and leisure” in-
dustry links Western and non-Western art forms 
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art 313
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ethnomusicology 317
expressive culture 313
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Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Which of the following statements about the 
 relationship between art and religion is true?
a. All non-Western art is produced for reli-

gious purposes.
b. All the greatest accomplishments in West-

ern art have been commissioned by formal 
religions.

c. Since nonstate societies lack permanent 
buildings dedicated to art (museums) or re-
ligion (temples, churches), there is no link 
between art and religion in these societies.

d. Western art today is completely divorced 
from religion.

e. Most or all societies use creative expression 
for both religious and secular purposes.

 2. How do most Western societies view, errone-
ously, non-Western art?
a. as always linked to religion
b. as purely secular
c. as purely profane
d. as the product of individuals
e. as unimportant

 3. The example of the Kalabari wooden sculpture 
that serves as “house” for spirits makes the 
point that
a. sculpture is always art.
b. religious sculpture is not always art.

Test 
Yourself!
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c. people identify less and less with national 
TV programs.

d. cultural norms have not changed during 
the last 50 years in Brazil.

e. there has been a rise in conservative atti-
tudes among the younger generation of 
Brazilians.

 8. Brazilians and Italians being just as excited, at 
the same moment but with radically different 
emotions, by a soccer goal scored in a World 
Cup match is an example of
a. art’s ability to provoke catharsis.
b. how people can fi nd in messages in inter-

national that are unavailable in the local 
setting.

c. how much is lost in translation.
d. media’s role as a social cement by provid-

ing a common ground for people, nation-
ally and internationally.

e. how much more competitive Brazilians 
and Italians are in sports compared to 
 everyone else.

 9. A study assessing how TV infl uences behavior, 
attitudes, and values in Brazil found that 
smaller family size correlated with the number 
of years of TV presence in the home. What 
probable reason did researchers put forth to 
 explain this correlation?
a. There is no social mechanism that can 

 explain this correlation.
b. Telenovelas may convey the idea that 

viewers can achieve a different lifestyle 
(i.e. having fewer children) by emulating 
the apparent family planning of TV 
characters.

c. Greater exposure to TV was correlated to 
less time engaged in sexual activity.

d. Women with longer exposures to the moral 
code of TV characters rejected their 
 extreme liberal ways.

e. More TV time correlated with higher 
 divorce rates.

10. Cultural values, social forces, and the media in-
fl uence international sports success. When com-
paring the United States and Brazil, which of 
the following is true?
a. Brazil has much more television sports 

coverage than the United States.
b. Americans’ interest in sports has been 

honed much more over the years by an 
ever-growing media establishment.

c. The popularity of football among Ameri-
cans proves that Americans are more vio-
lent than Brazilians.

d. Researchers have found that the increasing 
popularity of soccer correlates with less in-
terest in teamwork.

e. Americans are more focused on winning 
than Brazilians are.

c. the Kalabari do not have standards for 
carving.

d. non-Westerners have no concept of 
completeness.

e. non-Western art always has some kind of 
connection to religion.

 4. To emphasize the dynamic nature of aesthetic 
values and tastes, this chapter describes how 
French impressionism was initially
a. heralded as one of the great innovations of 

19th century painting.
b. based on abstract sand paintings from 

French colonies in West Africa.
c. a throwback to “old school” painting styles.
d. criticized for being too sketchy and sponta-

neous to be considered art.
e. lauded for being at the forefront of high 

society.

 5. Symbolic thinking in art is an important aspect 
of appreciating the novelty of the emergence of 
culture in human history. Symbolic thinking 
means that
a. other forms of thinking, such as analytical 

skills, are sacrifi ced for the sake of aesthetic 
pleasure.

b. scientifi c thought becomes less important 
in society.

c. human groups stop making and using 
tools for practical ends and instead use 
them for ritual.

d. people use one thing to mean something 
else.

e. some cultural skills are more adaptive than 
others.

 6. Exploring the possible biological roots of mu-
sic, researchers have speculated that music 
might have been adaptive in human evolution 
because
a. musically talented mothers had an easier 

time calming their babies (calmer babies 
 attract fewer predators, grant more rest to 
their moms, and are less likely to be 
mistreated).

b. music promotes competition.
c. music may have made the activities of 

hunting and gathering more productive.
d. singing and dancing are correlated with 

higher rates of pregnancy.
e. musically talented mothers increased their 

chances of attracting physically fi t and car-
ing male partners.

 7. Alberto Costa’s fi ndings of what attracted 
young people and women in Brazil to 
 telenovelas is an example of how
a. American soap operas are more popular in 

rural Brazil.
b. popular culture can be used to express dis-

content, in this case with conservative local 
norms.
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FILL IN THE BLANK

1. The term  culture is synonymous with the arts.

2.  is the study of the musics of the world and of music as an aspect of culture.

3.  refers to an intense emotional release.

4. Around  years ago, some of the world’s fi rst artists occupied Blombos Cave in what is now 
South Africa. In Europe, evidence of art goes back to about  years.

5.  can refer to anything that can be “read”—that is, processed, interpreted, and assigned meaning, 
by anyone exposed to it.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

Multiple Choice: 1. (E); 2. (A); 3. (B); 4. (D); 5. (D); 6. (A); 7. (B); 8. (D); 9. (B); 10. (B); Fill in the Blank: 1. expressive; 2. Ethnomusicology; 
3. Catharsis; 4. 70,000; 30,000; 5. Text

CRITICAL THINKING

1. Recall the last time you were in an art museum. What did you like, and why? How much of your aes-
thetic tastes can you attribute to your education, to your culture? How much do you think responds to 
your own individual tastes? How can you make the distinction?

2. Think of a musical composition or performance you consider to be art, but whose status as such is debat-
able. How would you convince someone else that it is art? What kinds of arguments against your posi-
tion would you expect to hear?

3. Can you think of a political dispute involving art or the arts? What were the different positions being 
debated?  

4. Media consumers actively select, evaluate, and interpret media in ways that make sense to them. People 
use media for all sorts of reasons. What are some examples? Which are most relevant to the way you con-
sume, and maybe even creatively alter and produce, media?

5. This chapter describes how sports and the media refl ect culture. Can you come up with examples of how 
sports and media infl uence culture?
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In Kebili, Tunisia, two 

Bedouin men use a laptop in 

the desert. Might they be 

uploading a photo of their 

camel to Facebook? 

When and why did 

the world system 

develop, and what 

is it like today?

When and how 

did European 

colonialism develop 

and how is its 

legacy expressed 

in postcolonial 

studies?

How do colonialism, 

Communism, 

neoliberalism, 

development, and 

industrialization 

exemplify 

intervention 

philosophies?
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understanding OURSELVES

I n our 21st century world system, people 

are linked as never before by modern 

means of transportation and communi-

cation. Descendants of villages that 

hosted ethnographers a generation ago now 

live transnational lives. For me, some of the most 

vivid illustrations of this new transnationalism 

come from Madagascar. They begin in Ambala-

vao, a town in southern Betsileo country, where 

I rented a small house in 1966–1967.

 By 1966, Madagascar had gained indepen-

dence from France, but its towns still had for-

eigners to remind them of colonialism. Besides 

my wife and me, Ambalavao had at least a 

dozen world-system agents, including an In-

dian cloth merchant, Chinese grocers, and a 

few French people. Two young men in the 

French equivalent of the Peace Corps were 

there teaching school. One of them, Noel, lived 

across the street from a prominent local  family. 

Since Noel often spoke disparagingly of the 

Malagasy, I was surprised to see him courting 

a young woman from this family. She was 

 Lenore, the sister of Leon, a schoolteacher 

who became my good friend.

 My next trip to Madagascar was a brief visit 

in February 1981. I had to spend a few days in 

Antananarivo, the capital. There I was confi ned 

each evening to the newly built Hilton hotel by 

a curfew imposed after a civil insurrection. I 

shared the hotel with a group of Russian mili-

tary pilots, there to teach the Malagasy to de-

fend their island, strategically placed in the 

Indian Ocean, against imagined enemies. Later, 

I went down to Betsileo country to visit Leon, 

my schoolteacher friend from Ambalavao, who 

had become a prominent politician. Unfortu-

nately for me, he was in Moscow, participating 

in a three-month exchange program.

 During my next visit to Madagascar, in sum-

mer 1990, I met Emily, the 22-year-old daugh-

ter of Noel and Lenore, whose courtship I had 

witnessed in 1967. One of her aunts brought 

Emily to meet me at my hotel in Antananarivo. 

Emily was about to visit several cities in the 

United States, where she planned to study 

marketing. I met her again just a few months 

later in Gainesville, Florida. She asked me 

about her father, whom she had never met. 

She had sent several letters to France, but Noel 

had never responded.

 Descendants of Ambalavao now live all 

over the world. Emily, a child of colonialism, 

has two aunts in France (Malagasy women 

married to French men) and another in  Germany 

(working as a diplomat). Members of her fam-

ily, which is not especially wealthy, have trav-

eled to Russia, Canada, the United States, 

France, Germany, and West Africa. How many 

of your classmates, including perhaps you, 

yourself, have recent transnational roots? A 

descendant of a rural Kenyan village has even 

been elected president of the United States. 

How about that.

THE WORLD SYSTEM

The Emergence of the 
World System

INDUSTRIALIZATION

Causes of the Industrial 
Revolution

SOCIOECONOMIC 
EFFECTS OF 
INDUSTRIALIZATION

Industrial Stratifi cation

COLONIALISM

British Colonialism

French Colonialism

Colonialism and Identity

Postcolonial Studies
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Neoliberalism

THE SECOND WORLD
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Postsocialist Transitions

THE WORLD 
SYSTEM TODAY

Industrial Degradation
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Although fi eld work in small communities 
is anthropology’s hallmark, isolated groups 
are impossible to fi nd today. Truly isolated 
societies probably never have existed. For 
thousands of years, human groups have 
been in contact with one another. Local 

 societies always have participated in a 
larger system, which today has global 
 dimensions—we call it the modern world 
system, by which we mean a world in which 
nations are economically and politically 
 interdependent.
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THE WORLD SYSTEM
The world system and the relations among the 
countries within it are shaped by the capitalist 
world economy. A huge increase in international 
trade during and after the 15th century led to 
the capitalist world economy (Wallerstein 1982, 
2004b), a single world system committed to pro-
duction for sale or exchange, with the object of 
maximizing profi ts rather than supplying domes-
tic needs. Capital refers to wealth or resources 
invested in business, with the intent of using the 
means of production to make a profi t.
 World-system theory can be traced to the 
French social historian Fernand Braudel. In his 
three-volume work Civilization and Capitalism, 
15th–18th Century (1981, 1982, 1992), Braudel ar-
gued that society consists of interrelated parts as-
sembled into a system. Societies are subsystems 
of larger systems, with the world system the larg-
est. The key claim of world-system theory is that 
an identifi able social system, based on wealth and 
power differentials, extends beyond individual 
countries. That system is formed by a set of eco-
nomic and political relations that has character-
ized much of the globe since the 16th century, 
when the Old World established regular contact 
with the New World (see Bodley 2003).
 According to Wallerstein (1982, 2004b), coun-
tries within the world system occupy three differ-
ent positions of economic and political power: 
core, periphery, and semiperiphery. The geo-
graphic center, or core, the dominant position in 
the world system, includes the strongest and most 
powerful nations. In core nations, “the complex-
ity of economic activities and the level of capital 
accumulation is the greatest” (Thompson 1983, 
p. 12). With its sophisticated technologies and 
mechanized production, the core churns out 
products that fl ow mainly to other core countries. 
Some also go to the periphery and semiperiphery. 
According to Arrighi (1994), the core monopolizes 
the most profi table activities, especially the con-
trol of world fi nance.
 Semiperiphery and periphery countries have 
less power, wealth, and infl uence than the core 
does. The semiperiphery is intermediate between 
the core and the periphery. Contemporary nations 
of the semiperiphery are industrialized. Like core 
nations, they export both industrial goods and 
commodities, but they lack the power and eco-
nomic dominance of core nations. Thus Brazil, a 
semiperiphery nation, exports automobiles to 
 Nigeria (a periphery nation) and auto engines, or-
ange juice extract, coffee, and shrimp to the United 
States (a core nation). The periphery includes the 
world’s least privileged and powerful countries. 
Economic activities there are less mechanized 
than are those in the semiperiphery, although 
some degree of industrialization has reached even 
periphery nations. The periphery produces raw 

materials, agricultural commodities, and, increas-
ingly, human labor for export to the core and the 
semiperiphery (Shannon 1996).
 In the United States and Western Europe to-
day, immigration—legal and illegal—from the 
periphery and semiperiphery supplies cheap la-
bor for agriculture in core countries. U.S. states as 
distant as California, Michigan, and South Carolina 
make signifi cant use of farm labor from Mexico. 
The availability of relatively cheap workers from 
noncore nations such as Mexico (in the United 
States) and Turkey (in Germany) benefi ts farmers 
and business owners in core countries, while also 
supplying remittances to families in the semiper-
iphery and periphery. As a result of 21st-century 
telecommunications technology, cheap labor 
doesn’t even need to migrate to the United States. 
Thousands of families in India are being sup-
ported as American companies “outsource” 
jobs—from telephone assistance to software engi-
neering—to nations outside the core.
 Consider recent moves by IBM, the world’s 
largest information technology company. On June 
24, 2005, the New York Times reported that IBM 
was planning to hire more than 14,000 additional 
workers in India, while laying off some 13,000 
workers in Europe and the United States (Lohr 
2005). These fi gures illustrate the ongoing global-
ization of work and the migration of even skilled 
jobs to low-wage countries. Its critics accuse IBM 
of shopping the globe for the cheapest labor, to 
enhance corporate profi ts at the expense of wages, 
benefi ts, and job security in the United States and 
other developed countries. In explaining the hir-
ing in India, an IBM senior vice president (quoted 
in Lohr 2005) cited a surging demand for technol-
ogy services in India’s thriving economy and the 
opportunity to tap the many skilled Indian soft-
ware engineers to work on projects around the 
world. Skilled Western workers must compete 
now against well-educated workers in such low-
wage countries as India, where an experienced 
software programmer earns one-fi fth the average 
salary of a comparable American worker—$15,000 
versus $75,000 (Lohr 2005).

The Emergence of 
the World System
By the 15th century Europeans were profi ting from 
a transoceanic trade-oriented economy, and people 
worldwide entered Europe’s sphere of infl uence. 
What was new was the transatlantic component of 
a long history of Old World sailing and commerce. 
As early as 600 b.c.e., the Phoenicians/Carthagin-
ians sailed around Britain on regular trade routes 
and circumnavigated Africa. Likewise, Indonesia 
and Africa have been linked in Indian Ocean trade 
for at least 2000 years. In the 15th century Europe 
established regular contact with Asia, Africa, and 

capitalist world 
economy
Profi t-oriented global 
economy based on 
 production for sale.

capital
Wealth invested with the 
intent of producing 
profi t.

world-system theory
Idea that a discernible 
social system, based on 
wealth and power differ-
entials, transcends indi-
vidual countries.

core
Dominant position in the 
world system; nations 
with advanced systems 
of production.

semiperiphery
Position in the world 
 system intermediate 
 between core and 
periphery.

periphery
Weakest structural and 
economic position in the 
world system.
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Confl ict and violence are variable aspects of hu-
man diversity. Here we examine an anthropo-
logical debate about the origin and nature of 
warfare and the role of European contact in fos-
tering confl icts among indigenous peoples in the 
Americas. Violence among Native Americans did 
increase after contact. As the article begins, it 
suggests, mistakenly, that Native Americans 
lived in prehistory and lacked “civilization.” In 
fact, Native Americans developed states and 
“civilizations” (e.g., Aztec, Maya, Inca) compa-
rable to those of the Old World (e.g., ancient 
Mesopotamia and Egypt). Native Americans, 
most notably the Maya, also developed writing, 
which they used to record their history—render-
ing the label prehistory inaccurate. As you read, 
to understand why violence increased after con-
tact, pay attention to the role of trade, disease, 
and slave raiding.

A romantic-sounding notion dating back more 

than 200 years has it that people in prehistory, 

such as Native Americans, lived in peace and 

harmony.

 Then “civilization” showed up, sowing vio-

lence and discord. Some see this claim as 

 naive. It even has a derisive nickname, the “no-

ble savage myth.” But new research seems to 

suggest the “myth” contains at least some 

truth. Researchers examined thousands of Na-

tive American skeletons and found that those 

from after Christopher Columbus landed in the 

New World showed a rate of traumatic injuries 

more than 50 percent higher than those from 

before the Europeans arrived.

 “Traumatic injuries do increase really sig-

nifi cantly,” said Philip L. Walker, an 

anthropology professor at the 

 University of California at Santa 

Barbara, who conducted the study 

with Richard H. Steckel of Ohio 

State University.

 The fi ndings suggest “Native 

Americans were involved in more 

violence after the Europeans ar-

rived than before,” Walker said. 

But he emphasized there was also 

widespread violence before the 

Europeans came. Nevertheless, 

he said, “probably we’re just see-

ing the tip of the iceberg” as far as 

the difference between violence 

levels before and after. That’s be-

cause as many as half of bullet 

wounds miss the skeleton. Thus, 

the study couldn’t detect much 

fi rearm violence, though some 

tribes wiped each other out using 

European-supplied guns.

 The fi ndings shed light on a controversy 

that has stirred not only living room discus-

sions, but also an intense, sometimes ugly de-

bate among anthropologists.

 It involves two opposing views of human 

nature: Are we hard-wired for violence, or 

pushed into it?

 Anthropologists who believe the latter 

seized on the fi ndings as evidence for their 

view. “What it all says to me is that humans 

aren’t demonic. Human males don’t have an 

D I V E R S I T Y
Bones Reveal Some Truth 
in “Noble Savage” Myth

appreciating

The encounter between Hernán Cortés (1485–1547) 

and Montezuma II (1466–1520) is the subject of this 

1820 painting by Gallo Gallina of Milan, Italy. Cortés 

went on to conquer Montezuma’s Aztec empire.

eventually the New World (the Caribbean and the 
Americas). Christopher Columbus’s fi rst voyage 
from Spain to the Bahamas and the Caribbean in 
1492 was soon followed by additional voyages. 
These journeys opened the way for a major ex-
change of people, resources, products, ideas, and 
diseases, as the Old and New Worlds were for-
ever linked (Crosby 2003; Diamond 1997; Fagan 
1998; Viola and Margolis 1991). Led by Spain and 
Portugal, Europeans extracted silver and gold, 

conquered the natives (taking some as slaves), 
and colonized their lands. 
 The frequency and nature of confl ict, violence, 
and warfare vary among the world’s cultures. This 
chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity” examines a 
 debate about the origin and characteristics of war-
fare among Native Americans. Did European con-
tact play a role in fostering increased violence? The 
Columbian exchange is the term for the spread of 
people, resources, products, ideas, and diseases 

kot16988_ch14_340-365.indd Page 344  1/9/10  2:58:56 AM user-f472kot16988_ch14_340-365.indd Page 344  1/9/10  2:58:56 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



Chapter 14  The World System and Colonialism 345

ingrained propensity for war . . . They can learn 

to be very peaceful, or terribly violent,” said 

R. Brian Ferguson, a professor of anthropology 

at Rutgers University in Newark. Ferguson 

contends that before about 10,000 years ago, 

war was virtually nonexistent. But experts on 

the opposing side also said the fi ndings fi t 

their views.

 “A 50 percent increase is the equivalent 

of moving from a suburb to the city, in terms 

of violence,” said Charles Stanish, a professor 

of anthropology at the University of California 

at Los Angeles. “This shows the Native Ameri-

cans were like us. Under stress, they fought 

more.” Both sides called the study, which was 

presented Friday at the annual meeting of the 

American Association of Physical Anthropolo-

gists in Buffalo, a valuable contribution . . .

 Walker and colleagues examined the 

 skeletons of 3,375 pre-Columbian and 1,165 

post-Columbian Native Americans, from 

 archaeological sites throughout North and 

 Central America.

 The North Americans came mostly from 

the coasts and the Great Lakes region, Walker 

said.

 Pre-Columbian skeletons showed an 11 per-

cent incidence of traumatic injuries, he said, 

compared with almost 17 percent for the post-

Columbians.

 Walker said his fi ndings surprised him. “I 

wasn’t really expecting it,” he said. Yet it unde-

niably suggests violence, he added. Most of the 

increase consisted of head injuries in young 

males, “which conforms pretty closely to the 

pattern you see today in homicides.”

 The researchers defi ned “traumatic injury” 

as anything leaving a mark on the skeleton, 

such as a skull fracture, a healed broken arm, 

or an embedded arrow point or bullet.

 Walker said that although part of the in-

creased injury rate doubtless stems from vio-

lence by whites themselves, it probably refl ects 

mostly native-on-native violence. “In a lot of 

cases, such as in California, there weren’t that 

many Europeans around—just a few priests, 

and thousands of Indians,” he said.

 Walker said the higher injury rate could 

have many explanations. Increased violence is 

normally associated with more densely popu-

lated, settled life, which Native Americans ex-

perienced in modernity, he said. Disease could 

also touch off war, he said.

 “Here in California, there was a lot of inter-

village warfare associated with the introduc-

tion of European diseases. People would 

attribute the disease to evil shamanic activity 

in another village,” he said. Ferguson cited 

other factors. The Europeans often drew na-

tives into their imperial wars, he said.

 “Sometimes, the Europeans would enable 

someone to pursue a preexisting fi ght more 

aggressively, by backing one side,” he added. 

Other times, he said, Europeans got natives to 

conduct slave raids on one another. Natives 

also fought over control of areas around trad-

ing outposts, to become middlemen, he said. 

“Sometimes that was a life-or-death matter, 

since it meant the difference between who 

would get guns or not.” Stanish agreed. “Obvi-

ously, having an expanding imperial power 

coming at you is going to exacerbate ten-

sions,” he said . . . They’re going to push you 

somewhere—into other groups.”

 “You’re also going to get competition 

over access to the Europeans, who are a 

form of wealth,” he added. Native Americans 

fought over areas rich in fur, which the whites 

would buy.

 Yet Native American warfare was wide-

spread long before that, Stanish said. . . .

 Keith F. Otterbein, an anthropology profes-

sor at the State University of New York at Buf-

falo, said the skeleton fi ndings contribute to a 

balanced, middle-of-the-road view.

 “The folks who are saying there was no 

early warfare—they’re wrong, too. There is, in 

fact, a myth of the peaceful savage,” he said. 

Otterbein said the controversy won’t end here; 

both sides are too ideologically entrenched.

 “Underlying the ‘noble savage’ myth,” 

Stanish said, “is a political agenda by both the 

far right and far left. The right tries to turn the 

‘savages’ into our little brown brothers, who 

need to be pulled up . . . On the left, they have 

another agenda, that the Western world is 

bad.”

SOURCE: Jack Lucentini, “Bones Reveal Some Truth in 

‘Noble Savage Myth’,” Washington Post, April 15, 

2002. Reprinted by permission of Jack Lucentini.

 between eastern and western hemispheres after 
contact. As you read “Appreciating Diversity,” con-
sider the role of trade, disease, and slave raiding on 
Native Americans, including confl ict and warfare.
 Previously in Europe as throughout the world, 
rural people had produced mainly for their own 
needs, growing their own food and making cloth-
ing, furniture, and tools from local products. Pro-
duction beyond immediate needs was undertaken 
to pay taxes and to purchase trade items such as 

salt and iron. As late as 1650 the English diet, like 
diets in most of the world today, was based on 
locally grown starches (Mintz 1985). In the 200 
years that followed, however, the English became 
extraordinary consumers of imported goods. One 
of the earliest and most popular of those goods 
was sugar (Mintz 1985).
 Sugarcane originally was domesticated in 
Papua New Guinea, and sugar was fi rst pro-
cessed in India. Reaching Europe via the Middle 
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346 PART 3 The Changing World

southeastern United States and the emergence 
there of another slave-based monocrop produc-
tion system. Like sugar, cotton was a key trade 
item that fueled the growth of the world system.

INDUSTRIALIZATION
By the 18th century the stage had been set for the 
Industrial Revolution—the historical transfor-
mation (in Europe, after 1750) of “traditional” 
into “modern” societies through industrialization 
of the economy. The seeds of industrial society 
were planted well before the 18th century  (Gimpel 
1988). For example, a knitting machine invented 
in England in 1589 was so far ahead of its time 
that it played a profi table role in factories two and 
three centuries later. The appearance of cloth mills 
late in the Middle Ages foreshadowed the search 
for new sources of wind and water power that 
characterized the Industrial Revolution. Industri-
alization required capital for investment. The es-
tablished system of transoceanic trade and 
commerce supplied this capital from the enor-
mous profi ts it generated. Wealthy people sought 
investment opportunities and eventually found 
them in machines and engines to drive machines. 
Industrialization increased production in both 
farming and manufacturing. Capital and scien-
tifi c innovation fueled invention.
 European industrialization developed from 
(and eventually replaced) the domestic system of 
manufacture (or home-handicraft system). In this 
system, an organizer-entrepreneur supplied the 
raw materials to workers in their homes and col-
lected the fi nished products from them. The en-
trepreneur, whose sphere of operations might 
span several villages, owned the materials, paid 
for the work, and arranged the marketing.

Causes of the Industrial Revolution
The Industrial Revolution began with cotton 
products, iron, and pottery. These were widely 
used goods whose manufacture could be broken 
down into simple routine motions that machines 
could perform. When manufacturing moved from 
homes to factories, where machinery replaced 
handwork, agrarian societies evolved into indus-
trial ones. As factories produced cheap staple 
goods, the Industrial Revolution led to a dramatic 
increase in production. Industrialization fueled 
urban growth and created a new kind of city, with 
factories crowded together in places where coal 
and labor were cheap.
 The Industrial Revolution began in England 
rather than in France (Figure 14.1). Why? Unlike 
the English, the French didn’t have to transform 
their domestic manufacturing system by industri-
alizing. Faced with an increased need for prod-
ucts, with a late 18th-century population at least 

East and the eastern Mediterranean, it was car-
ried to the New World by Columbus (Mintz 
1985). The climate of Brazil and the Caribbean 
proved ideal for growing sugarcane, and Europe-
ans built plantations there to supply the growing 
demand for sugar. This led to the development in 
the 17th century of a plantation economy based 
on a single cash crop—a system known as mono-
crop production.
 The demand for sugar in a growing interna-
tional market spurred the development of the 
transatlantic slave trade and New World planta-
tion economies based on slave labor. By the 18th 
century, an increased English demand for raw 
cotton led to rapid settlement of what is now the 

From producer to consumer, in the modern world system. The top photo, 

taken in the Caribbean nation of Dominica, shows the hard labor required to 

extract sugar using a manual press. In the bottom photo, an English middle-

class family enjoys afternoon tea, sweetened with imported sugar. Which of 

the ingredients in your breakfast today were imported?

Industrial Revolution
(In Europe, after 1750), 
socioeconomic transfor-
mation through 
industrialization.
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 English industrialization drew on national ad-
vantages in natural resources. Britain was rich in 
coal and iron ore, and had navigable waterways 
and easily negotiated coasts. It was a seafaring 
 island-nation located at the crossroads of interna-
tional trade. These features gave Britain a favored 
position for importing raw materials and exporting 
manufactured goods. Another factor in  England’s 
industrial growth was the fact that much of its 18th-
century colonial empire was occupied by English 
settler families who looked to the mother country 
as they tried to replicate European civilization in 
the New World. These colonies bought large quan-
tities of English staples.
 It also has been argued that particular cultural 
values and religion contributed to industrialization. 
Many members of the emerging English middle 

twice that of Great Britain, France could simply 
augment its domestic system of production by 
drawing in new homes. Thus, the French were 
able to increase production without innovating—
they could enlarge the existing system rather than 
adopt a new one. To meet mounting demand for 
staples—at home and in the colonies—England 
had to industrialize.
 As its industrialization proceeded, Britain’s 
population began to increase dramatically. It dou-
bled during the 18th century (especially after 
1750) and did so again between 1800 and 1850. 
This demographic explosion fueled consumption, 
but British entrepreneurs couldn’t meet the in-
creased demand with the traditional production 
methods. This spurred experimentation, innova-
tion, and rapid technological change.

FIGURE 14.1 Location of England (United Kingdom) and France.
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England and his analysis of 19th-century indus-
trial capitalism, Marx (Marx and Engels 1848/
1976) saw socioeconomic stratifi cation as a sharp 
and simple division between two opposed classes: 
the bourgeoisie (capitalists) and the proletariat 
(propertyless workers). The bourgeoisie traced its 
origins to overseas ventures and the world capi-
talist economy, which had transformed the social 
structure of northwestern Europe, creating a 
wealthy commercial class.
 Industrialization shifted production from farms 
and cottages to mills and factories, where mechan-
ical power was available and where workers could 
be assembled to operate heavy machinery. The 
bourgeoisie were the owners of the factories, 
mines, large farms, and other means of production. 
The working class, or proletariat, was made up of 
people who had to sell their labor to survive. With 
the decline of subsistence production and with the 
rise of urban migration and the possibility of un-
employment, the bourgeoisie came to stand be-
tween workers and the means of production.
 Industrialization hastened the process of 
 proletarianization—the separation of workers from 
the means of production. The bourgeoisie also 
came to dominate the means of communication, 
the schools, and other key institutions. Class con-
sciousness (recognition of collective interests and 
personal identifi cation with one’s economic 
group) was a vital part of Marx’s view of class. He 
saw bourgeoisie and proletariat as socioeconomic 
divisions with radically opposed interests. Marx 
viewed classes as powerful collective forces that 
could mobilize human energies to infl uence the 
course of history. On the basis of their common 
experience, workers would develop class con-
sciousness, which could lead to revolutionary 
change. Although no proletarian revolution was 
to occur in England, workers did develop organi-
zations to protect their interests and increase their 
share of industrial profi ts. During the 19th cen-
tury, trade unions and socialist parties emerged to 
express a rising anticapitalist spirit. The concerns 
of the English labor movement were to remove 
young children from factories and limit the hours 
during which women and children could work. 
The profi le of stratifi cation in industrial core na-
tions gradually took shape. Capitalists controlled 
production, but labor was organizing for better 
wages and working conditions. By 1900 many 
governments had factory legislation and social-
welfare programs. Mass living standards in core 
nations rose as population grew.
 In today’s capitalist world system the class di-
vision between owners and workers is now 
worldwide. However, publicly traded companies 
complicate the division between capitalists and 
workers in industrial nations. Through pension 
plans and personal investments, many American 
workers now have some proprietary interest in 
the means of production. They are part-owners 

class were Protestant nonconformists. Their beliefs 
and values encouraged industry, thrift, the dissemi-
nation of new knowledge, inventiveness, and will-
ingness to accept change (Weber 1904/1958).

SOCIOECONOMIC EFFECTS 
OF INDUSTRIALIZATION
The socioeconomic effects of industrialization were 
mixed. English national income tripled  between 
1700 and 1815 and increased 30 times more by 
1939. Standards of comfort rose, but prosperity 
was uneven. At fi rst, factory workers got wages 
higher than those available in the domestic system. 
Later, owners started recruiting labor in places 
where living standards were low and labor (in-
cluding that of women and children) was cheap.
 Social ills worsened with the growth of factory 
towns and industrial cities, amid conditions like 
those Charles Dickens described in Hard Times. 
Filth and smoke polluted the 19th-century cities. 
Housing was crowded and unsanitary, with in-
suffi cient water and sewage disposal facilities. 
People experienced rampant disease and rising 
death rates. This was the world of Ebenezer 
Scrooge, Bob Cratchit, Tiny Tim—and Karl Marx.

Industrial Stratifi cation
The social theorists Karl Marx and Max Weber 
focused on the stratifi cation systems associated 
with industrialization. From his observations in 

In the home-handicraft, or domestic, system of production, an organizer sup-

plied raw materials to workers in their homes and collected their products. 

Family life and work were intertwined, as in this English scene. Is there a 

 modern equivalent to the domestic system of production?

bourgeoisie
Owners of the means of 
production.

working class, or 
proletariat
People who must sell 
their labor to survive.
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rather than propertyless workers. The key differ-
ence is that the wealthy have control over these 
means. The key capitalist now is not the factory 
owner, who may have been replaced by thou-
sands of stockholders, but the CEO or the chair of 
the board of directors, neither of whom may ac-
tually own the corporation.
 Modern stratifi cation systems aren’t simple and 
dichotomous. They include (particularly in core 
and semiperiphery nations) a middle class of 
skilled and professional workers. Gerhard Lenski 
(1966) argues that social equality tends to increase 
in advanced industrial societies. The masses im-
prove their access to economic benefi ts and politi-
cal power. In Lenski’s scheme, the shift of political 
power to the masses refl ects the growth of the mid-
dle class, which reduces the polarization between 
owning and working classes. The proliferation of 
middle-class occupations creates opportunities for 
social mobility. The stratifi cation system grows 
more complex (Giddens 1973).
 Weber faulted Marx for an overly simple and 
exclusively economic view of stratifi cation. As we 
saw in the chapter “Political Systems,” Weber 
(1922/1968) defi ned three dimensions of social 
stratifi cation: wealth, power, and prestige. Al-
though, as Weber showed, wealth, power, and 
prestige are separate components of social rank-
ing, they tend to be correlated. Weber also believed 
that social identities based on ethnicity, religion, 
race, nationality, and other attributes could take 
priority over class (social identity based on eco-
nomic status). In addition to class contrasts, the 

Large paintings of 

Karl Marx (1818–

1883) on display in 

Tiananmen Square, 

Beijing, China.

modern world system is cross-cut by collective 
identities based on ethnicity, religion, and national-
ity (Shannon 1996). Class confl icts tend to occur 
within nations, and nationalism has prevented 
global class solidarity, particularly of proletarians.

Although the capitalist class dominates politi-
cally in most countries, growing wealth has made 
it easier for core nations to grant higher wages 
(Hopkins and Wallerstein 1982). However, the im-
provement in core workers’ living standards 
wouldn’t have occurred without the world system. 
The added surplus that comes from the periphery 

Max Weber (1864–1920). Did Weber  improve 

on Marx’s view of stratifi cation?
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COLONIALISM
World-system theory stresses the existence of a 
global culture. It emphasizes historical contacts, 
linkages, and power differentials between local 
people and international forces. The major forces 
infl uencing cultural interaction during the past 
500 years have been commercial expansion, in-
dustrial capitalism, and the dominance of colonial 
and core nations (Wallerstein 1982, 2004b; Wolf 
1982). As state formation had done previously, in-
dustrialization accelerated local participation in 
larger networks. According to Bodley (1985), per-
petual expansion is a distinguishing feature of 
industrial economic systems. Bands and tribes 
were small, self-suffi cient, subsistence-based sys-
tems. Industrial economies, by contrast, are large, 
highly specialized systems in which market ex-
changes occur with profi t as the primary motive 
(Bodley 1985).
 During the 19th century European business 
 interests initiated a concerted search for markets. 
This process led to European imperialism in 
 Africa, Asia, and Oceania. Imperialism refers to a 
policy of extending the rule of a country or em-
pire over foreign nations and of taking and hold-
ing foreign colonies. Imperialism goes back to 
early states, including Egypt in the Old World 
and the Incas in the New. A Greek empire was 
forged by Alexander the Great, and Julius Caesar 
and his successors spread the Roman empire. 
More recent examples include the British, French, 
and Soviet empires (Scheinman 1980).
 During the second half of the 19th century, 
 European imperial expansion was aided by im-
proved transportation, which facilitated the colo-
nization of vast areas of sparsely settled lands in 
the interior of North and South America and Aus-
tralia. The new colonies purchased masses of 
goods from the industrial centers and shipped 
back wheat, cotton, wool, mutton, beef, and 
leather. The fi rst phase of European colonialism 
had been the exploration and exploitation of the 
Americas and the Caribbean after Columbus. A 
new second phase began as European nations 
competed for colonies between 1875 and 1914, 
setting the stage for World War I.
 Colonialism is the political, social, economic, 
and cultural domination of a territory and its peo-
ple by a foreign power for an extended time (see 
Bremen and Shimizu, eds. 1999; Cooper and 
Stoler, eds. 1997). If imperialism is almost as old 
as the state, colonialism can be traced back to the 
Phoenicians, who established colonies along the 
eastern Mediterranean 3,000 years ago. The an-
cient Greeks and Romans were avid colonizers as 
well as empire builders.
 The fi rst phase of modern colonialism began 
with the European “Age of Discovery”—of the 
Americas and of a sea route to the Far East. After 
1492, the Spanish, the original conquerors of the 

allows core capitalists to maintain their profi ts 
while satisfying the demands of core workers. In 
the periphery, wages and living standards are 
much lower. The current world stratifi cation system 
features a substantial contrast between both capi-
talists and workers in the core nations and workers 
on the periphery.

When studying at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, I 
took classes in Native American studies and anthropology. In my 
Native American studies classes, I was often the only white student 

in a class of approximately 20. All of my classmates were Native Americans. 
In addition, all my lecturers were also Native American. This situation 
stands in stark contrast to the archaeological and Aboriginal studies classes 
here in Australia, where almost all the students are white, with only one or 
two Indigenous Australians. While the Australian situation might be re-
fl ected in other universities in the United States, no university in Australia 
has an Indigenous enrollment similar to that at UNM. A chief factor in this 
difference seems to be ease of access. Albuquerque is situated very close 
to numerous pueblos, making it much easier for young Native Americans 
to access higher education. In Australia, all major higher education facili-
ties are located in large cities, chiefl y on the coasts, thousands of miles 
away from the remote areas of Australia where a high proportion of Indig-
enous Australians live. Distance, as well as socioeconomic problems, mean 
that many young Indigenous people miss out on higher education.
 In New Mexico, opportunities for Native Americans to attend university 
were defi nitely greater than they are for Indigenous peoples in Australia. 
For me, being in a class where everyone else was Native American opened 
up a new dimension: I was able to get a much more comprehensive, per-
sonal, and humanized view of important issues (e.g., repatriation, research 
ethics, treaty law) because my classmates could discuss personal experi-
ences they had with the issues being examined. This enriched the educa-
tion I received while I was in Albuquerque. One of my classmates even 
invited me to his home at Jemez Pueblo for the San Diego feast day cel-
ebrations, an experience I will remember for the rest of my life. Learning 
about a culture in a classroom is one thing. Being able to experience it 
personally adds a new dimension.
 My experience in Albuquerque led me to understand that centralization, 
which hinders educational opportunities, is a major component of the on-
going colonial nature of Australian society. It puts Indigenous Australians at 
a great disadvantage. Non-Indigenous Australians take for granted the con-
centration of basic facilities and services in and around service centers. 
Comparable access to education, health care and employment opportuni-
ties is not available in remote Indigenous communities. Australian govern-
ments have largely ignored the problems that centralization creates.

Education and 
Colonialism
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War in 1763 forced a French retreat from most of 
Canada and India, where France previously had 
competed with Britain (Cody 1998; Farr 1980).
 The American revolution ended the fi rst stage 
of British colonialism. A second colonial empire, 
on which the “sun never set,” rose from the ashes 
of the fi rst. Beginning in 1788, but intensifying af-
ter 1815, the British settled Australia. Britain had 
acquired Dutch South Africa by 1815. The estab-
lishment of Singapore in 1819 provided a base for 
a British trade network that extended to much of 
South Asia and along the coast of China. By this 
time, the empires of Britain’s traditional rivals, 
particularly Spain, had been severely diminished 
in scope. Britain’s position as imperial power and 
the world’s leading industrial nation was unchal-
lenged (Cody 1998; Farr 1980).
 During the Victorian Era (1837–1901), as Brit-
ain’s acquisition of territory and of further trading 
concessions continued, Prime Minister Benjamin 
Disraeli implemented a foreign policy justifi ed by 
a view of imperialism as shouldering “the white 
man’s burden”—a phrase coined by the poet 
 Rudyard Kipling. People in the empire were seen 
as unable to govern themselves, so that British 
guidance was needed to civilize and Christianize 
them. This paternalistic and racist doctrine served 
to legitimize Britain’s acquisition and control of 
parts of central Africa and Asia (Cody 1998).
 After World War II, the British empire began to 
fall apart, with nationalist movements for inde-
pendence. India became independent in 1947, as 
did Ireland in 1949. Decolonization in Africa and 
Asia accelerated during the late 1950s. Today, the 

Aztecs and the Incas, explored and colonized 
widely in the New World—the Caribbean,  Mexico, 
the southern portions of what was to become the 
United States, and Central and South America. In 
South America, Portugal ruled over Brazil. Rebel-
lions and wars aimed at independence ended the 
fi rst phase of European colonialism by the early 
19th century. Brazil declared independence from 
Portugal in 1822. By 1825 most of Spain’s colonies 
were politically independent. Spain held onto 
Cuba and the Philippines until 1898, but other-
wise withdrew from the colonial fi eld. During the 
fi rst phase of colonialism, Spain and Portugal, 
along with Britain and France, were major colo-
nizing nations. The latter two (Britain and France) 
dominated the second phase.

British Colonialism
At its peak about 1914, the British empire covered 
a fi fth of the world’s land surface and ruled a 
fourth of its population (see Figure 14.2). Like sev-
eral other European nations, Britain had two 
stages of colonialism. The fi rst began with the 
Elizabethan voyages of the 16th century. During 
the 17th century, Britain acquired most of the east-
ern coast of North America, Canada’s St. Lawrence 
basin, islands in the Caribbean, slave stations in 
Africa, and interests in India.
 The British shared the exploration of the New 
World with the Spanish, Portuguese, French, and 
Dutch. The British by and large left Mexico, along 
with Central and South America, to the Spanish 
and the Portuguese. The end of the Seven Years’ 

colonialism
Long-term foreign con-
trol of a territory and its 
people.

FIGURE 14.2 Map of British Empire in 1765 and 1914.

SOURCE: From the Academic American Encyclopedia, Vol. 3, p. 496. 1998 Edition. Copyright © 1998 by Grolier Incorporated. Reprinted 
with permission.
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lost along with Canada to Great Britain in 1763 
(Harvey 1980).
 The foundations of the second French empire 
were established between 1830 and 1870. In Great 
Britain the sheer drive for profi t led expansion, 
but French colonialism was spurred more by the 
state, church, and armed forces than by pure busi-
ness interests. France acquired Algeria and part of 
what eventually became Indochina (Cambodia, 
Laos, and Vietnam). By 1914 the French empire 
covered 4 million square miles and included some 
60 million people (see Figure 14.3). By 1893 French 
rule had been fully established in Indochina. 
 Tunisia and Morocco became French protectorates 
in 1883 and 1912, respectively (Harvey 1980).
 To be sure, the French, like the British, had sub-
stantial business interests in their colonies, but 
they also sought, again like the British, interna-
tional glory and prestige. The French promulgated 
a mission civilisatrice, their equivalent of Britain’s 
“white man’s burden.” The goal was to implant 
French culture, language, and religion, Roman Ca-
tholicism, throughout the colonies (Harvey 1980).
 The French used two forms of colonial rule: in-
direct rule, governing through native leaders and 
established political structures, in areas with long 
histories of state organization, such as Morocco 
and Tunisia; and direct rule by French offi cials in 
many areas of Africa, where the French imposed 
new government structures to control diverse so-
cieties, many of them previously stateless. Like the 
British empire, the French empire began to disin-
tegrate after World War II. France fought long—
and ultimately futile—wars to keep its empire 
intact in Indochina and Algeria (Harvey 1980).

ties that remain between Britain and its former 
colonies are mainly linguistic or cultural rather 
than political (Cody 1998).

French Colonialism
French colonialism also had two phases. The fi rst 
began with the explorations of the early 1600s. 
Prior to the French revolution in 1789, missionar-
ies, explorers, and traders carved out niches for 
France in Canada, the Louisiana Territory, several 
Caribbean islands, and parts of India, which were 
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FIGURE 14.3 Map of the French Empire at Its Height around 1914.

SOURCE: From the Academic American Encyclopedia, Vol. 8, p. 309. 1998 Edition. Copyright © 1998 by Grolier Incorporated. Reprinted 
with permission.
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they have shared the same social world, although 
their social organization is “extremely hierarchi-
cal,” almost “castelike” (Malkki 1995, p. 24). There 
has been a tendency to see the pastoral Tutsis as 
superior to the agricultural Hutus. Tutsis have 
been presented as nobles, Hutus as commoners. 
Yet when distributing identity cards in Rwanda, 
the Belgian colonizers simply identifi ed all peo-
ple with more than 10 head of cattle as Tutsi. 
Owners of fewer cattle were registered as Hutus 
 (Bjuremalm 1997). Years later, these arbitrary co-
lonial registers were used systematically for “eth-
nic” identifi cation during the mass killings 
(genocide) that took place in Rwanda in 1994 (as 
portrayed vividly in the fi lm Hotel Rwanda).

Postcolonial Studies
In anthropology, history, and literature, the fi eld 
of postcolonial studies has gained prominence 
since the 1970s (see Ashcroft, Griffi ths, and Tiffi n 
1989; Cooper and Stoler, eds. 1997). Postcolonial 
refers to the study of the interactions between 
 European nations and the societies they colonized 
(mainly after 1800). In 1914, European empires, 
which broke up after World War II, ruled more 
than 85 percent of the world (Petraglia-Bahri 
1996). The term postcolonial also has been used to 

Colonialism and Identity
Many geopolitical labels in the news today had 
no equivalent meaning before colonialism. 
Whole countries, along with social groups and 
divisions within them, were colonial inventions. 
In West Africa, for example, by geographic logic, 
several adjacent countries could be one (Togo, 
Ghana, Ivory Coast [Côte d’Ivoire], Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone, Liberia). Instead, 
they are separated by linguistic, political, and 
economic contrasts promoted under colonialism 
(Figure 14.4).
 Hundreds of ethnic groups and “tribes” are 
colonial constructions (see Ranger 1996). The 
Sukuma of Tanzania, for instance, were fi rst reg-
istered as a single tribe by the colonial adminis-
tration. Then missionaries standardized a series 
of dialects into a single Sukuma language into 
which they translated the Bible and other reli-
gious texts. Thereafter, those texts were taught 
in missionary schools and to European foreign-
ers and other non-Sukuma speakers. Over time 
this standardized the Sukuma language and 
ethnicity (Finnstrom 1997).
 As in most of East Africa, in Rwanda and 
 Burundi farmers and herders live in the same ar-
eas and speak the same language. Historically 
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progress. Many economists still assume that in-
dustrialization increases production and income. 
They seek to create in Third World (“developing”) 
countries a process like the one that fi rst occurred 
spontaneously in 18th-century Great Britain.
 We have seen that Britain used the notion of a 
white man’s burden to justify its imperialist expan-
sion and that France claimed to be engaged in a 
mission civilisatrice, a civilizing mission, in its colo-
nies. Both these ideas illustrate an intervention 
philosophy, an ideological justifi cation for outsid-
ers to guide native peoples in specifi c directions. 
Economic development plans also have  intervention 
philosophies. John Bodley (1988) argues that the 
basic belief behind interventions—whether by co-
lonialists, missionaries, governments, or develop-
ment planners—has been the same for more than 
100 years. This belief is that industrialization, mod-
ernization, Westernization, and individualism are 
desirable evolutionary advances and that develop-
ment schemes that promote them will bring long-
term benefi ts to local people. In a more extreme 
form, intervention philosophy may pit the as-
sumed wisdom of enlightened colonial or other 
First World planners against the purported conser-
vatism, ignorance, or “obsolescence” of “inferior” 
local people.

Neoliberalism
One currently infl uential intervention philosophy 
is neoliberalism. This term encompasses a set of 
assumptions that have become widespread dur-
ing the last 25–30 years. Neoliberal policies are 
being implemented in developing nations, in-
cluding postsocialist societies (e.g., those of the 
former Soviet Union). Neoliberalism is the cur-
rent form of the classic economic liberalism laid 
out in Adam Smith’s famous capitalist manifesto 
The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, soon af-
ter the Industrial Revolution. Smith advocated 
laissez-faire (hands-off) economics as the basis of 
capitalism: The government should stay out of its 

describe the second half of the 20th century in 
general, the period succeeding colonialism. Even 
more generically, “postcolonial” may be used to 
signify a position against imperialism and Euro-
centrism (Petraglia-Bahri 1996).
 The former colonies (postcolonies) can be divided 
into settler, nonsettler, and mixed (Petraglia-Bahri 
1996). The settler countries, with large numbers of 
European colonists and sparser native popula-
tions, include Australia and Canada. Examples 
of nonsettler countries include India, Pakistan, 
 Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia,  Nigeria, 
Senegal, Madagascar, and Jamaica. All these had 
substantial native populations and relatively few 
European settlers. Mixed countries include South 
Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, and Algeria. Such coun-
tries had signifi cant European settlement despite 
having sizable native populations.
 Given the varied experiences of such countries, 
“postcolonial” has to be a loose term. The United 
States, for instance, was colonized by Europeans 
and fought a war for independence from Britain. 
Is the United States a postcolony? It usually isn’t 
perceived as such, given its current world power 
position, its treatment of Native Americans (some-
times called internal colonization), and its annex-
ation of other parts of the world (Petraglia-Bahri 
1996). Research in postcolonial studies is grow-
ing, permitting a wide-ranging investigation of 
power relations in varied contexts. Broad topics 
in the fi eld include the formation of an empire, 
the impact of colonization, and the state of the 
postcolony today (Petraglia-Bahri 1996).

DEVELOPMENT
During the Industrial Revolution, a strong cur-
rent of thought viewed industrialization as a 
 benefi cial process of organic development and 

Black workers wash 

the hair of white cus-

tomers at a hair sa-

lon in  Johannesburg’s 

(South Africa) exclu-

sive Hyde Park shop-

ping center. What 

story does the photo 

tell you?

intervention 
philosophy
Ideological justifi cation 
for outsiders to guide or 
rule native peoples.

neoliberalism
Governments shouldn’t 
regulate private enter-
prise; free market forces 
should rule.

The face of the Scottish economist Adam Smith aptly 

appears on this English twenty pound banknote. In 

his famed capitalist manifesto, The Wealth of Nations, 

published in 1776, Smith advocated “free” enterprise 

and competition, with the goal of generating profi ts.
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investment. Profi ts are sought through lowering 
of costs, whether through improving productiv-
ity, laying off workers, or seeking workers who 
accept lower wages. In exchange for loans, the 
governments of postsocialist and developing na-
tions have been required to accept the neoliberal 
premise that deregulation leads to economic 
growth, which will eventually benefi t everyone 
through a process sometimes called “trickle down.” 
Accompanying the belief in free markets and the 
idea of cutting costs is a tendency to impose auster-
ity measures that cut government expenses. This 
can entail reduced public spending on education, 
health care, and other social services (Martinez 
and Garcia 2000).

THE SECOND WORLD
The labels “First World,” “Second World,” and 
“Third World” represent a common, although 
ethnocentric, way of categorizing nations. The 
First World refers to the “democratic West”—
traditionally conceived in opposition to a “Sec-
ond World” ruled by “Communism.” The Second 
World refers to the former Soviet Union and the 
socialist and once-socialist countries of Eastern 
Europe and Asia. Proceeding with this classifi -
cation, the “less-developed countries” or “de-
veloping nations” make up the Third World.

Communism
The two meanings of communism involve how 
it is written, whether with a lowercase (small) or 
an uppercase (large) c. Small-c communism de-
scribes a social system in which property is 
owned by the community and in which people 
work for the common good. Large-C Commu-
nism was a political movement and doctrine 
seeking to overthrow capitalism and to establish 
a form of communism such as that which pre-
vailed in the Soviet Union (USSR) from 1917 to 
1991. The heyday of Communism was a 40-year 
period from 1949 to 1989, when more Commu-
nist regimes existed than at any time before or 
after. Today only fi ve Communist states remain—
China, Cuba, Laos, North Korea, and Vietnam, 
compared with 23 in 1985.
 Communism, which originated with Russia’s 
Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, and took its inspi-
ration from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, was 
not uniform over time or among countries. All 
Communist systems were authoritarian (promot-
ing obedience to authority rather than individual 
freedom). Many were totalitarian (banning rival 
parties and demanding total submission of the 
individual to the state). Several features distin-
guished Communist societies from other authori-
tarian regimes (e.g., Spain under Franco) and 
from socialism of a social democratic type. First, 

nation’s economic affairs. Free trade, Smith 
thought, was the best way for a nation’s economy 
to develop. There should be no restrictions on 
manufacturing, no barriers to commerce, and no 
tariffs. This philosophy is called “liberalism” be-
cause it aimed at liberating or freeing the economy 
from government controls. Economic liberalism 
encouraged “free” enterprise and competition, 
with the goal of generating profi ts. (Note the dif-
ference between this meaning of liberal and the 
one that has been popularized on American talk 
radio, in which “liberal” is used—usually as a de-
rogatory term—as the opposite of “conservative.” 
Ironically, Adam Smith’s liberalism is today’s cap-
italist “conservatism.”)

living anthropology VIDEOS

Globalization, www.mhhe.com/kottak

This clip draws parallels between the 1890s and today, 
mentioning advances in technology that took place 
through the discoveries and efforts of Bell, Edison, 
Carnegie, and Morgan. A century ago, laissez-faire 
economic policies allowed the barons of industry to 
increase profi ts and grow wealthy. The United States 
moved from semiperiphery to core. The clip mentions 
sweatshops, child labor, and low wages as the downside 
of capitalism. Today, transnational corporations 
increasingly operate internationally, beyond the 
boundaries of uniform national laws. This creates new 
business opportunities but also new legal, ethical, and 
moral challenges. What’s the technological basis of the 
global village described in the clip? The clip suggests 
that because the world is so tightly integrated, events 
in Asia can have immediate ripple effects in the West. 
Can you think of any examples?

 Economic liberalism prevailed in the United 
States until President Franklin Roosevelt’s New 
Deal during the 1930s. The Great Depression pro-
duced a turn to Keynesian economics, which chal-
lenged liberalism. John Maynard Keynes (1927, 
1936) insisted that full employment was neces-
sary for capitalism to grow, that governments and 
central banks should intervene to increase em-
ployment, and that government should promote 
the common good.
 Especially since the fall of Communism (1989–
1991), there has been a revival of economic liber-
alism, now known as neoliberalism, which has 
been spreading globally. Around the world, neo-
liberal policies have been imposed by powerful 
fi nancial institutions such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the 
Inter-American Development Bank (see Edelman 
and Haugerud 2004). Neoliberalism entails open 
(tariff- and barrier-free) international trade and 

communism
Property owned by the 
community; people 
working for the 
common good.

Communism
Political movement 
aimed at replacing capi-
talism with Soviet-style 
communism.
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emphasized bureaucratic redistribution of wealth 
according to a central plan (Verdery 2001). In the 
postsocialist period, states that once had planned 
economies have been following the neoliberal 
agenda, by divesting themselves of state-owned 
resources in favor of privatization. These societies 
in transition are undergoing democratization and 
marketization. Some of them have moved toward 
formal liberal democracy, with political parties, 
elections, and a balance of powers (Grekova 2001).

Postsocialist Transitions
Neoliberal economists assumed that dismantling 
the Soviet Union’s planned economy would raise 

gross domestic product (GDP) and living 
standards. The goal was to enhance pro-
duction by substituting a decentralized 
market system and providing incentives 
through privatization. In October 1991, 
 Boris Yeltsin, who had been elected presi-
dent of Russia that June, announced a pro-
gram of radical market-oriented reform, 
pursuing a changeover to capitalism. 
Yeltsin’s program of “shock therapy” cut 
subsidies to farms and industries and 
ended price controls. Since then, postso-
cialist Russia has faced many problems. 
The anticipated gains in productivity did 
not materialize. After the fall of the Soviet 
Union, Russia’s GDP fell by half. Poverty 
increased, with a quarter of the population 
sinking below the poverty line. Life expec-
tancy and the birth rate declined. Another 
problem to emerge in the postsocialist tran-
sition is corruption. Since 1996, the World 
Bank and other international organizations 
have launched anticorruption programs 
worldwide. Corruption is defi ned as the 
abuse of public offi ce for private gain.

The World Bank’s approach to corrup-
tion assumes a clear and sharp distinction 
between the state (the public or offi cial 
domain) and the private sphere, and that 
the two should be kept separate. The idea 
that the public sphere can be separated 
neatly from the private sphere is ethno-
centric. According to Janine Wedel (2002), 
postsocialist states provide rich contexts 
in which to explore variability in relations 
between public and private domains. 
Alexei Yurchak (2002, 2005) describes two 
spheres that operate in Russia today; 
these spheres do not mesh neatly with the 
assumption of a public–private split. He 
calls them the offi cial–public sphere and 
the personal–public sphere, referring to 
domains that coexist and sometimes 
overlap. State offi cials may respect the 
law (offi cial–public), while also working 
with informal or even criminal groups 

the Communist Party monopolized power in ev-
ery Communist state. Second, relations within 

the party were highly centralized and 
strictly disciplined. Third, Communist na-
tions had state ownership, rather than 
private ownership, of the means of pro-
duction. Finally, all Communist regimes, 
with the goal of advancing communism, 
cultivated a sense of belonging to an in-

ternational movement (Brown 2001).
Social scientists have tended to refer to 

such societies as socialist rather than Commu-
nist. Today research by anthropologists is thriv-

ing in postsocialist societies—those that once 

Map 17 represents 
an attempt to assess 
and display the 
quality of life by 
country, based on 
economic, social, and 
demographic data.

anthropology ATLAS

Before and after Communism. Above: on May Day (May 1, 1975), large photos of Politburo 

members (Communist Party leaders) adorn buildings in Moscow. Below: on January 31, 

2006, in a Moscow electronics store, a potential customer considers a display of TV sets, 

broadcasting live the annual press conference of Russian prime minister Vladimir Putin.
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acceptable. No one will fault you for it because 
“everyone does it.” However, if a fellow worker 
comes along and takes materials someone else had 
planned to take home, that would be stealing and 
morally wrong (Wedel 2002). In evaluating charges 
of corruption, anthropologists point out that prop-
erty notions and spheres of offi cial action in post-
socialist societies are in transition.

THE WORLD SYSTEM TODAY
The process of industrialization continues today, 
although nations have shifted their positions 
within the world system. Recap 14.1 summarizes 
those shifts. By 1900, the United States had be-
come a core nation within the world system and 
had overtaken Great Britain in iron, coal, and 
 cotton production. In a few decades (1868–1900), 
 Japan had changed from a medieval handicraft 
economy to an industrial one, joining the semipe-
riphery by 1900 and moving to the core between 
1945 and 1970. Figure 14.5 is a map showing the 
modern world system.

(personal–public). Offi cials switch from offi cial–
public to personal–public behavior all the time in 
order to accomplish specifi c tasks.
 In an illustrative case from Poland, a man selling 
an apartment he had inherited was to pay a huge 
sum in taxes. He visited the state tax offi ce, where a 
bureaucrat informed him of how much he was be-
ing assessed (offi cial–public). She also told him 
how to avoid paying it (personal–public). He fol-
lowed her advice and saved a lot of money. The 
man didn’t know the bureaucrat personally. She 
didn’t expect anything in return, and he didn’t offer 
anything. She said she routinely offers such help.
 In postsocialist societies, what is legal (offi cial–
public) and what is considered morally correct 
don’t necessarily correspond. The bureaucrat just 
described seemed still to be operating under the 
old communist notion that state property (tax dol-
lars in this case) belongs both to everyone and to 
no one. For further illustration of this view of state 
property, imagine two people working in the same 
state-owned construction enterprise. To take home 
for private use materials belonging to the enter-
prise (that is, to everyone and no one) is morally 

 RECAP 14.1 Ascent and Decline of Nations within the World System

PERIPHERY TO SEMIPERIPHERY SEMIPERIPHERY TO CORE CORE TO SEMIPERIPHERY

United States (1800–1860) United States (1860–1900) Spain (1620–1700)

Japan (1868–1900) Japan (1945–1970)

Taiwan (1949–1980) Germany (1870–1900)

S. Korea (1953–1980)

SOURCE: Thomas R. Shannon, An Introduction to the World-System Perspective, 2nd ed., p. 147. Copyright © 1989, 1996 by Westview 
Press, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Westview Press, a member of the Perseus Books Group.
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How can anthropologists help the people they 
study? The spread of industrialization, illus-
trated by the mining described here, has contrib-
uted to the destruction of indigenous economies, 
ecologies, and populations. Today, multinational 
conglomerates, along with nations such as 
Papua New Guinea, are repeating—at an accel-
erated rate—the process of resource depletion 
that started in Europe and the United States 
during the Industrial Revolution. Fortunately, 
however, today’s world has some environmen-
tal watchdogs, including anthropologists, that 
did not exist during the fi rst centuries of the 
Industrial Revolution. Described here is a co-
nundrum confronting a major university. Is a 
fi rm whose operations have destroyed the land-
scapes and livelihoods of indigenous peoples a 
proper advisor for an institute devoted to eco-
logical sustainability?

In the 1990s, the giant mining company now 

known as BHP Billiton drew worldwide con-

demnation for the environmental damage 

caused by its copper and gold mine in Papua 

New Guinea. Its mining practices destroyed 

the way of life of thousands of farming and 

fi shing families who lived along and subsisted 

on the rivers polluted by the mine, and it was 

only after being sued in a landmark class- 

action case that the company agreed to com-

pensate them.

 Today several activists and academics who 

work on behalf of indigenous people around 

the world say the company continues to dodge 

responsibility for the problems its mines cre-

ate for communities in undeveloped parts of 

the world.

 Yet at the University of Michigan at Ann 

 Arbor, BHP Billiton enjoys a loftier reputation: It 

is one of 14 corporate members of an External 

Advisory Board for the university’s new  Graham 

Environmental Sustainability Institute.

 Critics at and outside the university con-

tend that Michigan’s decision to enlist BHP 

 Billiton as an adviser to an institute devoted to 

sustainability refl ects badly on the institution 

and allows the company to claim a mantle of 

environmental and social responsibility that it 

does not deserve.

 The institute’s director says he is satisfi ed 

that the company is serious about operating in 

a more sustainable way. . . .

 The arguments echo the discussions 

about corporate “greenwashing” that have 

arisen at Stanford University and the Univer-

sity of California at Berkeley over major re-

search grants from ExxonMobil and BP, 

respectively, and more recently, the debate at 

the Smithsonian Institution among its trust-

ees over whether to accept a gift from the 

American Petroleum Institute for a museum 

exhibition about oceans. (The gift was with-

drawn in November.)

 For one BHP Billiton critic at Michigan, the 

issue is personal. Stuart Kirsch, an associate 

professor of anthropology, has spent most of 

his academic career documenting the damage 

caused by BHP Billiton’s Ok Tedi mine in Papua 

New Guinea. . . .

 Mr. Kirsch, who fi rst visited some of the af-

fected communities as a young ethnographer 

in 1987, became involved in the class-action 

lawsuit brought against the company and 

helped villagers participate in the 1996 legal 

settlement. “I put my career on hold while be-

ing an activist,” he says.

 He subsequently published several papers 

related to his work with the Yonggom people 

as they fought for recognition and compen-

sation from mine operators—scholarship that 

helped him win tenure this year—and he re-

mains involved with the network of activists 

and academics who follow mining and its im-

pact on undeveloped communities around 

the world. . . .

 The company’s practices polluted the Ok 

Tedi and Fly Rivers and caused thousands of 

people to leave their homes because the 

 mining-induced fl ooding made it impossible for 

them to grow food to feed themselves, says 

Mr. Kirsch.

 BHP Billiton, based in Australia, later ac-

knowledged that the mine was “not compatible 

with our environmental values,” and spun it off 

to an independent company that pays all of its 

mining royalties to the government of Papua 

New Guinea.

 But Mr. Kirsch says that in doing so, the 

company skirted responsibility for ameliorating 

the damage it caused. BHP Billiton says it 

would have preferred to close the mine, but 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Is Mining Sustainable?

 Twentieth-century industrialization added hun-
dreds of new industries and millions of new jobs. 
Production increased, often beyond immediate de-
mand, spurring strategies, such as advertising, to 
sell everything industry could churn out. Mass 
production gave rise to a culture of consumption, 
which valued acquisitiveness and conspicuous 
consumption (Veblen 1934). Industrialization en-
tailed a shift from reliance on renewable resources 
to the use of fossil fuels. Fossil fuel energy, stored 

over millions of years, is being depleted rapidly to 
support a previously unknown and probably un-
sustainable level of consumption (Bodley 1985).
 Table 14.1 compares energy consumption in 
various types of cultures. Americans are the 
world’s foremost consumers of nonrenewable re-
sources. In terms of energy consumption, the 
 average American is about 35 times more expen-
sive than the average forager or tribesperson. 
Since 1900, the United States has tripled its per 
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the Papua New Guinea government, in need of 

the mine revenues, pressed to keep it open. 

The deal freed BHP Billiton from any future lia-

bilities for environmental damage.

 “They didn’t clean it up; they didn’t take re-

sponsibility for the damage they had done,” Mr. 

Kirsch says of the company. With that record, 

“it’s supposed to provide education to the Uni-

versity of Michigan?” . . .

 Illtud Harri, a BHP Billiton spokesman, 

says the company regrets its past with Ok 

Tedi but considers its pullout from the mine 

“a responsible exit” that left in place a sys-

tem that supports educational, agricultural, 

and social programs for the people of the 

community.

 He says the company also aims for the 

most ethical standards in its projects. The 

company mines only when it can fully comply 

with the host country’s environmental laws. 

In places where those regulatory require-

ments fall below the company’s, “we will al-

ways be guided by our higher standards,” he 

says.

 Mr. Talbot, the interim director of the 

two-year-old sustainability institute, says . . . 

“We intentionally selected a cross-sector 

group of organizations” for the advisory board 

from a list of about 140 nominees, . . . and 

several companies that “weren’t making any 

serious efforts” toward sustainability were 

 rejected. . . .

 BHP Billiton, a company formed from the 

2001 merger of the Australian mining enter-

prise Broken Hill Proprietary Company with 

London-based Billiton, is now the world’s 

 largest mining company, with more than 100 

operations in 25 countries. . . .

 The BHP Billiton charter includes a state-

ment that the company has “an overriding 

commitment to health, safety, environmental 

responsibility, and sustainable development.” 

But its critics say the company continues to 

play a key role in mining projects with ques-

tionable records on environmental and human 

rights, even though in many of those cases, it is 

not directly responsible. . . .

 Mr. Kirsch, who is now on leave from 

 Michigan to write a book, says he is planning to 

press for an open forum at the university that 

includes environmental scientists, indigenous 

people affected by the Ok Tedi mine, and com-

pany offi cials themselves.

 BHP Billiton has the resources to present 

itself as the “golden boy,” but, says Mr. Kirsch, 

“it’s much harder to see the people on the Ok 

Tedi and Fly rivers.”

 A forum could help to right that imbalance, 

he says. “Let the students and faculty decide 

whether this is an appropriate company to 

 advise the University of Michigan,” says 

Mr. Kirsch. “It would be an educational process 

for everyone involved.”

SOURCE: Goldie Blumenstyk, “Mining Company Involved 

in Environmental Disaster Now Advises Sustainability 

Institute at U. of Michigan,” Chronicle of Higher Edu-

cation, Vol. 54, Issue 15 (December 7, 2007), p. A22. 

Copyright 2007, The Chronicle of Higher Education. 

Reprinted with permission.

This photo of the Ok Tedi copper mine, taken February 10, 2002, shows the ecological 

 devastation of the native landscape.

capita energy use. It also has increased its total 
energy consumption thirtyfold.
 Table 14.2 compares energy consumption, per 
capita and total, in the United States and selected 
other countries. The United States represents 21.8 
percent of the world’s annual energy consump-
tion, compared with China’s 14.5 percent, but the 
average American consumes 6.6 times the energy 
used by the average Chinese, and 23 times the 
energy used by the average inhabitant of India.

Industrial Degradation
Industrialization and factory labor now charac-
terize many societies in Latin America, Africa, 
the Pacifi c, and Asia. One effect of the spread of 
industrialization has been the destruction of in-
digenous economies, ecologies, and populations, 
as we see in this chapter’s “Appreciating An-
thropology.” Two centuries ago, as industrializa-
tion was developing, 50 million people still lived 
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fare, the causes included foreign diseases (to 
which natives lacked resistance), slavery, land 
grabbing, and other forms of dispossession and 
impoverishment.
 Many native groups have been incorporated 
within nation-states, in which they have become 
ethnic minorities. Some such groups have been 
able to recoup their population. Many indige-
nous peoples survive and maintain their ethnic 
identity despite having lost their ancestral 
 cultures to varying degrees (partial ethnocide). 
And many descendants of tribespeople live on 
as culturally distinct and self-conscious colo-
nized peoples, many of whom aspire to auton-
omy. As the original inhabitants of their 
territories, they are called indigenous peoples 
(see Maybury-Lewis 2002).

Around the world many contemporary na-
tions are  repeating—at an accelerated rate—the 
process of resource depletion that started in 
 Europe and the United States during the Indus-
trial Revolution. Fortunately, however, today’s 
world has some environmental watchdogs that 
did not exist during the fi rst centuries of the 
 Industrial Revolution. Given national and 
 international cooperation and sanctions, the 
 modern world may benefi t from the lessons of 
the past. This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthro-
pology” shows how anthropologists can help 
local people fi ght the environmental degrada-
tion, in this case from mining, that often accom-
panies the spread of industrialization. Also 
raised in “Appreciating Anthropology” is the 
question of whether a corporation whose opera-
tions endanger indigenous peoples is a proper 
advisor for an institute devoted to ecological 
sustainability.

in politically independent bands, tribes, and 
chiefdoms. Occupying vast areas, those nonstate 
societies, although not totally isolated, were only 
marginally affected by nation-states and the 
world capitalist economy. In 1800 bands, tribes, 
and chiefdoms controlled half the globe and 
20 percent of its population (Bodley, ed. 1988). 
Industrialization tipped the balance in  favor of 
states.
 As industrial states have conquered, annexed, 
and “developed” nonstates, there has been 
genocide on a grand scale. Genocide refers to a 
deliberate policy of exterminating a group 
through warfare or murder. Examples include 
the Holocaust, Rwanda in 1994, and Bosnia in 
the early 1990s. Bodley (1988) estimates that an 
average of 250,000 indigenous people perished 
annually between 1800 and 1950. Besides war-

TABLE 14.1 Energy Consumption 
in Various Contexts

 DAILY KILOCALORIES
TYPE OF SOCIETY PER PERSON

Bands and tribes 4,000–12,000

Preindustrial states 26,000 (maximum)

Early industrial states 70,000

Americans in 1970 230,000

Americans in 1990 275,000

SOURCE: John H. Bodley, Anthropology and Contemporary Human 
Problems (Mountain View, CA: Mayfi eld Publishing, 1985). 
 Reprinted by permission of the author.

TABLE 14.2 Energy Consumption 
in Selected Countries, 2005

 TOTAL PER CAPITA

World 462.8*  72†

United States 100.7 340

China 67.1  51

Russia 30.3 212

India 16.2  15

Germany 14.5 176

Canada 14.3 436

France 11.4 182

United Kingdom 10.0 166

*462.8 quadrillion (462,800,000,000,000,000) Btu.
†70 million Btu.

SOURCE: Based on data in Statistical Abstract of the United States, 
2009 (Table 1355), p. 841.

indigenous peoples
Original inhabitants of 
particular areas.

Copsa Mica, Romania, may well be the world’s most polluted city. A factory 

belches out smoke that leaves its mark on these boys’ faces, food, and lungs. 

What’s the term for such environmental devastation?
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Acing the 
COURSE

Summary1.  Local societies increasingly participate in wider 
systems—regional, national, and global. The 
capitalist world economy depends on produc-
tion for sale, with the goal of maximizing prof-
its. The key claim of world-system theory is that 
an identifi able social system, based on wealth 
and power differentials, extends beyond indi-
vidual countries. That system is formed by a set 
of economic and political relations that has 
characterized much of the globe since the 16th 
century. World capitalism has political and eco-
nomic specialization at the core, semiperiphery, 
and periphery.

2.  Columbus’s voyages opened the way for a major 
exchange between the Old and New Worlds. 
 Seventeenth-century plantation economies in the 
Caribbean and Brazil were based on sugar. In the 
18th century, plantation economies based on cot-
ton arose in the southeastern United States.

3.  The Industrial Revolution began in England 
around 1750. Transoceanic commerce supplied 
capital for industrial investment. Industrializa-
tion hastened the separation of workers from the 
means of production. Marx saw a sharp division 
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Class 
consciousness was a key feature of Marx’s view of 
this stratifi cation. Weber believed that social soli-
darity based on ethnicity, religion, race, or nation-
ality could take priority over class. Today’s 
capitalist world economy maintains the contrast 
between those who own the means of production 
and those who don’t, but the division is now 
worldwide. There is a substantial contrast be-
tween not only capitalists but workers in the core 
nations and workers on the periphery.

4.  Imperialism is the policy of extending the rule of 
a nation or empire over other nations and of tak-
ing and holding foreign colonies. Colonialism is 
the domination of a territory and its people by a 
foreign power for an extended time. European co-
lonialism had two main phases. The fi rst started 
in 1492 and lasted through 1825. For Britain this 

phase ended with the American Revolution. For 
France it ended when Britain won the Seven 
Years’ War, forcing the French to abandon Canada 
and India. For Spain it ended with Latin Ameri-
can independence. The second phase of European 
colonialism extended approximately from 1850 to 
1950. The British and French empires were at their 
height around 1914, when European empires con-
trolled 85 percent of the world. Britain and France 
had colonies in Africa, Asia, Oceania, and the 
New World.

5.  Many geopolitical labels and identities were cre-
ated under colonialism that had little or nothing 
to do with existing social demarcations. The new 
ethnic or national divisions were colonial inven-
tions, sometimes aggravating confl icts.

6.  Like colonialism, economic development has an 
intervention philosophy that provides a justifi ca-
tion for outsiders to guide native peoples toward 
particular goals. Development usually is justifi ed 
by the idea that industrialization and moderniza-
tion are desirable evolutionary advances. Neolib-
eralism revives and extends classic economic 
liberalism: the idea that governments should not 
regulate private enterprise and that free market 
forces should rule. This intervention philosophy 
currently dominates aid agreements with postso-
cialist and developing nations.

7.  Spelled with a lowercase c, communism describes 
a social system in which property is owned by the 
community and in which people work for the 
common good. Spelled with an uppercase C, 
Communism indicates a political movement and 
doctrine seeking to overthrow capitalism and to 
establish a form of communism such as that 
which prevailed in the Soviet Union from 1917 to 
1991. The heyday of Communism was between 
1949 and 1989. The fall of Communism can be 
traced to 1989–1990 in eastern Europe and 1991 in 
the Soviet Union. Postsocialist states have fol-
lowed the neoliberal agenda, through privatiza-
tion, deregulation, and democratization.
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Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. The modern world system is
a. a system in which ethnic groups are in-

creasingly isolated from the economic and 
political infl uence of nation-states.

b. a theory that was popular in the 1980s but 
has since been replaced with the capitalist 
world economy.

c. Karl Marx’s theory of social stratifi cation.
d. a system of global dimensions in which 

 nations are economically and politically 
interdependent.

e. Max Weber’s theory of the emergence of 
capitalism.

 2. Which of the following statements about world 
system theory is not true?
a. According to Wallerstein, countries within 

the world system occupy three different 
positions of economic and political power: 
core, periphery, and semiperiphery.

b. It sees society as consisting of parts assem-
bled into an interrelated system.

c. It applies mainly to non-Western societies.
d. It claims that a set of economic and politi-

cal interconnections has characterized 
much of the globe since the 16th century.

e. It is based on political and economic spe-
cialization and interdependence.

 3. The increasing dominance of world trade has 
led to
a. diminishing rates of poverty, social stratifi -

cation, and environmental degradation.
b. the disintegration of national boundaries 

and the free and fair fl ow of people and re-
sources all around the globe.

c. the capitalist world economy, a single 
world system committed to production for 
sale or exchange, with the object of maxi-
mizing profi ts rather than supplying do-
mestic needs.

d. a growing concern by all nations-states for 
ensuring the livelihood of indigenous peo-
ples living within their borders.

e. the socialist welfare state, a system that 
 attends to the needs of people who have 
been displaced by the capitalist world 
economy.

 4. What fueled the European “Age of Discovery”?
a. a desire to save the souls of the natives
b. pilgrims fl eeing persecution in their Euro-

pean homelands
c. the feudal kingdoms of East Asia reaching 

out to establish trade links with Europe, 
mainly through such Middle Eastern coun-
tries as Arabia

d. European commercial interest in exotic 
raw materials, such as spices and tropical 
hardwoods

e. a seven-year drought in Europe that forced 
governments to look outside their borders 
to support their populations

 5. Which of the following resulted in the growth 
of a market for sugar in Europe?
a. the development of the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade
b. the strengthening of independent indige-

nous nations of Mexico and South America
c. the movement of sugar-producing nations 

from the periphery to the core of the world 
system

d. capitalism, once a cultural trait specifi c to 
Papua New Guinea (where sugar was fi rst 
domesticated), spread to the rest of the 
world

e. a long-term improvement in the distribu-
tion of wealth among the rural peasantry 
of England

 6. From his observations in England and his anal-
ysis of 19th-century industrial capitalism, Karl 
Marx saw socioeconomic stratifi cation as a 
sharp division between two classes: the bour-
geoisie and the proletariat. He also argued that 
class consciousness comes about as a result of
a. the continuation of ethnic identities even 

though ethnic “markers” (distinct clothing 
styles, etc.) have more or less disappeared.

Test 
Yourself!

8.  By 1900 the United States had become a core na-
tion. Mass production gave rise to a culture that 
valued acquisitiveness and conspicuous con-
sumption. One effect of industrialization has been 

the destruction of indigenous economies, ecolo-
gies, and populations. Another has been the ac-
celerated rate of resource depletion.
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c. are evidence that colonial administrators 
were informed about the cultures of their 
colonial subjects.

d. show how tribal distinctions are better 
than ethnic ones because the latter always 
leads to civil violence.

e. are examples of the Spanish intervention 
philosophy that eventually all colonial ad-
ministrations adopted because of its suc-
cess in Latin America.

 9. Since the fall of Communism (1989–1991), neo-
liberalism, a revival of the older economic liber-
alism of Adam Smith,
a. has emphasized “the common good” over 

“individual responsibility.”
b. has rejected the imposition of austerity 

measures on governments, a policy more 
associated with John Maynard Keynes.

c. has promoted the involvement of the 
United Nations to ensure it reaches the 
 social groups most in need.

d. has been an infl uential intervention philos-
ophy that has become a popular doctrine 
of powerful fi nancial institutions.

e. has rarely been favored as a viable policy 
by powerful fi nancial institutions and 
states alike.

10. Industrialization and factory labor now charac-
terize many societies in Latin America, Africa, 
the Pacifi c, and Asia. One effect of the spread of 
industrialization has been
a. a worldwide decrease in energy consump-

tion because of the use of renewable 
resources.

b. the increasing overlap of the offi cial-public 
and the personal-public spheres.

c. the destruction of indigenous economies, 
ecologies, and populations.

d. the rise of corruption, defi ned as the abuse 
of public offi ce for private gain.

e. the increasing confusion of what is public 
or private property.

b. people recognizing they have a common eco-
nomic interest and identifying themselves as 
part of the group that shares that interest.

c. a growing distinction among religious be-
liefs in complex industrialized societies.

d. people extending notions of kinship be-
yond the boundaries of actual biological 
relations.

e. the gradual elaboration of gendered differ-
ences fi rst established during the period of 
peasant subsistence farming.

 7. This chapter defi nes imperialism as the policy 
of extending the rule of a nation or empire, 
such as the British empire, over foreign nations 
and of taking and holding foreign colonies, 
while colonialism refers specifi cally to
a. the political, social, economic, and cultural 

domination of a territory and its people by 
a foreign power for an extended period of 
time.

b. imperial infl uence that disappears once 
formal independence is granted to former 
colonies.

c. the political, social, economic, and cultural 
domination of a territory and its people by 
Europe.

d. the informal and often benevolent 
 approach to enlightening the non-Western 
world with Western values.

e. the same as imperialism, but the modern 
form of imperialism that was created with 
the rise of the Industrial Revolution.

 8. The Sukuma of Tanzania were fi rst registered 
as a single tribe by colonial administrators. In 
Rwanda and Burundi, the distribution of colo-
nial identity cards created arbitrary ethnic divi-
sions. These two cases
a. suggest that strong ethnic identities are a 

key ingredient of development.
b. illustrate that many ethnic groups and 

tribes are colonial constructions, sometimes 
inciting and aggravating confl ict.

FILL IN THE BLANK

1.  refers to wealth or resources invested in business with the intent of producing a profi t.

2. Weber faulted Marx for an overly simple and exclusively economic view of stratifi cation. According to 
Weber, there are three dimensions of social stratifi cation. They are , , and .

3. Britain used the notion of a white man’s burden to justify its imperialist expansion. France claimed to be 
engaged in a civilizing mission in its colonies. These, together with some forms of economic development 
plans, illustrate an , an ideological justifi cation for outsiders to guide native peoples in specifi c 
directions.

4. The term  is used to describe the relations between European countries and their former colonies 
in the second half of the 20th century.

5. Spelled with an uppercase C,  indicates a political movement and doctrine seeking to overthrow 
capitalism that originated with Russia’s Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. Spelled with a lowercase c, 

 describes a social system in which property is owned by the community and in which people 
work for the common good.
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CRITICAL THINKING

1. According to world-system theory, societies are subsystems of bigger systems, with the world system as 
the largest. What are the various systems, at different levels, in which you participate?

2. How does world-system theory help explain the pressures that lead companies such as IBM, the world’s 
largest information technology company, to hire more than 14,000 additional workers in India, while lay-
ing off 13,000 workers in Europe and the United States?

3. What were the causes of the Industrial Revolution? Why did it begin in England rather than France? Why 
do you think that this knowledge is relevant for an anthropologist interested in investigating the dynam-
ics of industrialization today?

4. Think of a recent case in which a core nation has intervened in the affairs of another nation. What was the 
intervention philosophy used to justify the action?

5. This chapter describes the labels “First World,” “Second World,” and “Third World” as a common, 
 although ethnocentric, way of categorizing nations. Why is it ethnocentric? Do you think there is any 
 reason to keep using these labels, despite their problems? Why or why not?

Multiple Choice: 1. (D); 2. (C); 3. (C); 4. (D); 5. (A); 6. (B); 7. (A); 8. (B); 9. (D); 10. (C); Fill in the Blank: 1. Capital; 2. wealth, power, prestige; 
3. intervention philosophy; 4. postcolonial; 5. Communism, communism

Bodley, J.H.
2008  Anthropology and Contemporary Human 

Problems, 5th ed. Lanham, MD: AltaMira. Over-
view of major problems of today’s industrial 
world: overconsumption, the environment, re-
source depletion, hunger, overpopulation, vio-
lence, and war.

Crosby, A.W., Jr.
2003  The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cul-

tural Consequences of 1492. Westport, CT:  Praeger. 
Describes how Columbus’s voyages opened the 
way for a major exchange of people, resources, 
and ideas as the Old and New Worlds were for-
ever joined together.

Diamond, J.M.
2005  Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human 

Societies. New York: W. W. Norton. An ecologi-
cal approach to expansion and conquest in 
world history.

Suggested 
Additional 
Readings

Edelman, M., and A. Haugerud
2004  The Anthropology of Development and Global-

ization: From Classical Political Economy to Con-
temporary Neoliberalism. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 
Surveys theories and approaches to develop-
ment and the global.

Wallerstein, I. M.
2004b  World-Systems Analysis: An Introduction. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press. Basics of 
world-system theory from the master of that 
approach.

Wolf, E. R.
1982  Europe and the People without History. 

 Berkeley: University of California Press. An an-
thropologist examines the effects of European 
expansion on tribal peoples and sets forth a 
world-system approach to anthropology.

kot16988_ch14_340-365.indd Page 364  1/9/10  3:01:11 AM user-f472kot16988_ch14_340-365.indd Page 364  1/9/10  3:01:11 AM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



Chapter 14  The World System and Colonialism 365

Internet 
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Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.
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Perito Moreno glacier, in 

Patagonia, Argentina. In 2009, 

for the fi rst time ever in 

winter, part of this glacier 

collapsed, possibly due to 

global warming. 

What is global 

climate change, 

and how can 

anthropologists 

study it, along with 

other environmental 

threats?

What is cultural 

imperialism, and 

what forces work to 

favor and oppose it? 

What are indigenous 

peoples, and how 

and why has their 

importance 

increased in recent 

years?
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traveled to Madagascar to study those areas 

on the ground.

 It’s interesting to imagine what an alien might 

“see” in similar images. If these aliens were (as 

the more benevolent science-fi ction movies 

imagine) interested in studying life on Earth, 

rather than conquering or controlling its inhabit-

ants, they would have a lot to interpret. In my 

work abroad (and on the ground) I’ve been im-

pressed by two major global trends: population 

increase and the shift from subsistence to cash 

economies. These trends have led to agricultural 

intensifi cation, resource depletion (including de-

forestation), and emigration, and have made it 

increasingly harder to not think globally when 

asking ourselves who we are.

 I’m struck by the growing number of young 

people who have abandoned traditional sub-

sistence pursuits. They seek jobs for cash, but 

work is scarce, spurring migration within and 

across national boundaries. They enter the in-

formal economy—often illegally. In turn, trans-

national migration increases cultural diversity 

in the United States, Canada, and western Eu-

ropean countries. Even small towns in the 

South and Midwest have Chinese restaurants. 

Pizza and tacos are as American as apple pie. 

Every day we encounter people whose ances-

tral countries and cultures have been studied 

by anthropologists for generations—making 

cultural anthropology all the more relevant to 

our daily lives in an increasingly intercon-

nected world.

What’s your favorite science- fi ction 

movie or TV show? What imag-

ined images of other planets 

stand out in your memory? 

Can you visualize Star Wars’ Death Star, poor 

old Alderan, Luke’s encounter with Yoda on a 

misty world in the Dagoba system, the two 

suns of Tatooine. Such images may be as fa-

miliar to you as those of real planets. Think, 

too, about how extraterrestrials have been 

portrayed in movies–from ET’s harmless plant 

collectors to the would-be conquerors of In-

dependence Day, Starship Troopers, and a 

hundred others, to the all-powerful guardians 

of interplanetary affairs in The Day the Earth 

Stood Still (either the 1951 or the 2008 ver-

sion). Does “Klaatu barada nikto” mean any-

thing to you?

 If some of our most vivid perceptions of 

other planets are based in fi ction, modern 

technology makes it easier than ever for us to 

perceive the Earth as both a planet and our 

world. Each time I start my iPhone a famous 

image of Earth taken from space appears. An-

thropologists can use Google Earth to locate 

communities they have studied in remote cor-

ners of the world. My colleagues and I have 

even used space images to choose communi-

ties to study on Earth. Interested in the causes 

of deforestation in Madagascar, we examined 

a series of satellite images taken in successive 

years to determine areas where the forest 

cover had diminished signifi cantly. Then we 

This chapter applies an anthropological 
perspective to contemporary global issues, 
beginning with a discussion of climate 
change, aka global warming. Next, we re-
turn to issues of development, this time 

alongside an intervention philosophy that 
seeks to impose global ecological morality 
without due attention to cultural variation 
and autonomy. Also considered is the 
threat that deforestation poses to global 
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global warming is not due to increased solar ra-
diation. The causes are mainly anthropogenic—
caused by humans and their activities.
 Because our planet’s climate is always 
changing, the key question becomes: How 
much global warming is due to human 
activities versus natural climate variabil-
ity. Most scientists agree that human ac-
tivities play a major role in global climate 
change. How can the human factor not be 
signifi cant given population growth and 
rapidly increasing use of fossil fuels, which 
produce greenhouse gases in the atmosphere?
 The role of one such gas—carbon dioxide 
(CO2)—in warming the Earth’s surface has been 
known for over a century. For hundreds of thou-
sands of years, world temperatures have varied 
depending on the amount of CO2 in the atmo-
sphere. The burning of fossil fuels (oil, natural 
gas, and coal) releases substantial amounts of car-
bon dioxide. The recent rapid rise in both CO2 
and the Earth’s surface temperature is one of the 
proofs that humans are fueling global warming.
 The greenhouse effect is a natural phenome-
non that keeps the Earth’s surface warm. Without 
greenhouse gases—water vapor (H2O), carbon di-
oxide (CO2), methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N2O), 
halocarbons, and ozone (O3)—life as we know it 
wouldn’t exist. Like a greenhouse window, such 
gases allow sunlight to enter and then prevent 
heat from escaping the atmosphere. All those 
gases have increased since the Industrial Revolu-
tion. Today, the atmospheric concentration of 
greenhouse gases has reached its highest level in 
400,000 years. It will continue to rise—as will 
global temperatures—without actions to slow it 
down (National Academies 2006).
 Scientists prefer the term climate change to 
global warming. The former term points out that, 
beyond rising temperatures, there have been 
changes in sea levels, precipitation, storms, and 
ecosystem effects. Along with many ordinary 
people, some scientists see recent weather events 
as refl ecting climate change. Such events include 
Florida’s 2007 worst-in-a-century drought, the 
2005 hurricane season featuring Katrina, the fi rst-
ever hurricane in the South Atlantic in 2004, and 
the severe European heat wave of 2003. Although 
it is diffi cult to link any one event to climate 
change, the conjunction of several events may in-
dicate climate change is playing a role.
 The precise effects of climate change on re-
gional weather patterns have yet to be deter-
mined. Land areas are expected to warm more 
than oceans, with the greatest warming in higher 
latitudes, such as Canada, the northern United 
States, and northern Europe. Global warming 
may benefi t these areas, offering milder winters 
and extended growing seasons. However, many 
more people worldwide probably will be 
harmed. Already we know that in the Arctic, 

greenhouse effect
Warming from trapped 
atmospheric gases.

climate change
Global warming plus 
changing sea levels, pre-
cipitation, storms, and 
ecosystem effects.

biodiversity. The second half of this chapter turns 
from ecology to the contemporary fl ows of peo-
ple, technology, fi nance, information, images, 
and ideology that contribute to a global culture 
of consumption. Globalization promotes inter-
cultural communication, through the media, 
travel, and migration, which bring people from 
different societies into direct contact. Finally, 
we’ll consider how such contacts and external 
linkages infl uence indigenous peoples, and how 
those groups have organized to confront and deal 
with national and global issues, including hu-
man, cultural, and political rights.
 Note that it would be impossible for me in a 
single chapter to discuss all or even most global 
issues that are salient today and that anthropolo-
gists have studied. Some such issues (e.g., war, 
displacement, terrorism, NGOs, the media) have 
been considered in previous chapters. For timely 
anthropological analysis of a range of global is-
sues, see recent books by John H. Bodley (2008a, 
2008b) and Richard H. Robbins (2008). The cur-
rent global issues these anthropologists consider 
include, but are not limited to, hunger, interna-
tional interventions, peacekeeping, global health, 
and sanitation.

GLOBAL CLIMATE CHANGE
The Earth’s surface temperatures have risen about 
1.4oF (0.7oC) since the early 20th century. (This 
chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity” discusses 
how this rise has affected an indigenous group in 
Alaska.) About two-thirds of this increase has 
been since 1978 (Figure 15.1). Along with rising 
temperatures, shrinking glaciers and melting po-
lar ice provide additional evidence for global 
warming. Scientifi c measurements confi rm that 

FIGURE 15.1 Global Temperature Change.

Global annual-mean surface air temperature derived from 
measurements at meteorological stations has increased 
by 1.4°F (0.7°C) since the early 20th century, with about 
0.9°F (0.5°C) of the increase occurring since 1978.

SOURCE: Goddard Institute for Space Studies, from “Understanding 
and Responding to Climate Change: Highlights of National Acad-
emies Reports,” http://dels.nas.edu/basc/Climate-HIGH.pdf.
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seawater expansion. The global average sea level 
is projected to rise 4 to 35 inches (0.1 to 0.9 meters) 
between 1990 and 2100.
 Coastal communities can anticipate increased 
fl ooding and more severe storms and surges. At 
risk are people, animals, plants, freshwater sup-
plies, and such industries as tourism and farming. 
Along with many island nations, Bangladesh, one 
of the world’s poorest countries, is projected to lose 
a signifi cant portion (17.5 percent) of its land, dis-
placing millions of people (National Academies 
2006). Given the political will, developed countries 

temperatures have risen almost twice as much as 
the global average. Arctic landscapes and eco-
systems are changing rapidly and perceptibly, as 
“Appreciating Diversity” illustrates.
 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) is composed of hundreds of scien-
tists from the United States and other countries. 
In 2001 the IPCC predicted that by 2100 average 
global surface temperatures will rise 2.5 to 10.4oF 
(1.4 to 5.8oC) above 1990 levels. The IPCC also 
forecast ocean warming trends—the combined ef-
fects of melting glaciers, melting ice caps, and 

Human diversity is under attack from climate 
change. Human beings, their cultures, and their 
habitats are threatened. Globally, climate 
change (aka global warming) is raising ques-
tions about how to deal with hurricanes, 
drought, and other threats that affect millions 
of people and involve huge sums of money. The 
people described here are among the fi rst cli-
mate change refugees in the United States. Res-
idents of Newtok, Alaska, belong to a federally 
recognized American Indian tribe. Decades ago, 
the U.S. government mandated that they and 
other Alaskan natives abandon a nomadic life 
based on hunting and fi shing for sedentism. 
They now reside in what used to be a winter 
camp. What obligations does government have 
to local people whose lives have been disrupted 
not only by government decree but also by evi-
dent global warming?

NEWTOK, Alaska . . . The earth beneath much 

of Alaska is not what it used to be. The per-

manently frozen subsoil, known as perma-

frost, upon which Newtok and so many other 

Native Alaskan villages rest is melting, yield-

ing to warming air temperatures and a warm-

ing ocean. Sea ice that would normally protect 

coastal villages is forming later in the year, 

allowing fall storms to pound away at the 

shoreline.

 Erosion has made Newtok an island, caught 

between the ever widening Ninglick River and 

a slough to the north. The village is below sea 

level, and sinking. Boardwalks squish into the 

spring muck. Human waste, collected in 

“honey buckets” that many residents use for 

toilets, is often dumped within eyeshot in a 

village where no point is more than a fi ve- 

minute walk from any other. The ragged wooden 

houses have to be adjusted regularly to level 

them on the shifting soil.

 Studies say Newtok could be washed away 

within a decade. Along with the villages of 

Shishmaref and Kivalina farther to the north, it 

has been the hardest hit of about 180 Alaska 

villages that suffer some degree of erosion. 

Some villages plan to hunker down behind sea 

walls built or planned by the Army Corps of 

Engineers, at least for now. Others, like  Newtok, 

have no choice but to abandon their patch of 

tundra. The corps has estimated that to move 

Newtok could cost $130 million because of its 

remoteness, climate and topography. That 

comes to almost $413,000 for each of the 315 

residents. . . . 

 Newtok’s leaders say the corps’ relocation 

estimates are infl ated, that they intend to move 

piecemeal rather than in one collective migra-

tion, which they say will save money. But they 

say government should pay, no matter the 

cost—if only there were a government agency 

charged with doing so. There is not a formal 

process by which a village can apply to the 

government to relocate.

 “They grossly overestimate it, and that’s 

why federal and state agencies are afraid to 

step in,” said Stanley Tom, the current tribal 

administrator . . . “They don’t want to spend 

that much money.” Still, Newtok has made far 

more progress toward moving than other vil-

lages, piecing together its move grant by 

grant.

 Through a land swap with the United States 

Fish and Wildlife Service, it has secured a new 

site, on Nelson Island, nine miles south. It is 

safe from the waves on a windy rise above the 

Ninglick River. They call it Mertarvik, which 

means “getting water from the spring.” They 

tell their children they will grow up in a place 

where E. coli does not thrive in every puddle, 

the way it does here.

 With the help of state agencies, it won a 

grant of about $1 million to build a barge 

landing at the new site. Bids go out this sum-

mer, and construction could be complete 

next year, providing a platform to unload 

equipment for building roads, water and 

sewer systems, houses and a new landing 

strip. . . . 

 Senator Ted Stevens, the lion of Alaska 

politics, is now the ranking minority member 

on the Senate’s new Disaster Recovery sub-

committee. His aides say that, while he has 

yet to push for money to move specifi c vil-

lages, he was instrumental in passing legisla-

D I V E R S I T Y
The Plight of Climate Refugees

appreciating
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 Several factors, known as radiative forcings, 
work to warm and cool the Earth. (Recap 15.1 
summarizes them.). Positive forcings, including 
those due to greenhouse gases, tend to warm the 
Earth. Negative forcings, such as certain aerosols 
from industrial processes or volcanic eruptions, 
tend to cool it. If positive and negative forcings 
remained in balance, there would be no warming 
or cooling, but this is not the case today.
 Greenhouse gases can remain in the atmo-
sphere for decades, centuries, or longer. Failure 
to regulate emissions now will make the job 

might use science and technology to anticipate and 
deal with climate impacts and to help less devel-
oped countries adapt to climate change.
 The U.S. National Academy of Sciences and 
other national academies have issued several re-
ports on climate change. Citations and high-
lights of these reports can be found in a brochure 
titled “Understanding and Responding to Cli-
mate Change: Highlights of National Academies 
Reports” (http://dels.nas.edu/basc/Climate-
HIGH.pdf), on which some of this discussion 
has been based.

tion in 2005 that gave the corps broader 

authority to help. . . . 

 The administrative leaders of Newtok are 

mostly men in their 40s, nearly all of them re-

lated. They are widely praised by outsiders for 

their initiative and determination to relocate.

 Yet nearly any place would seem an im-

provement over Newtok as it exists today, and 

not all of its problems are rooted in climate 

change. Some are almost universal to Alaskan 

villages, which have struggled for decades to 

reconcile their culture of subsistence hunting 

and fi shing with the expectations and tempta-

tions of the world outside.

 Excrement dumped from honey buckets is 

piled on the banks of the slow-fl owing Newtok 

River, not far from wooden shacks where resi-

dents take nightly steam baths. An elderly man 

drains kerosene into a puddle of snowmelt. 

Children pedal past a walrus skull left to rot, 

tusks intact, in the mud beside a boardwalk 

that serves as a main thoroughfare. There are 

no cars here, just snow machines, boats and 

all-terrain vehicles that tear up the tundra. Vil-

lage elders speak their native Yupik more often 

than they speak English. They remember when 

the village was a collection of families who 

moved with the seasons, making houses from 

sod, fi shing from Nelson Island in the summer, 

hunting caribou far away in the winter.

 Many men still travel with the seasons to 

hunt and fi sh. Some will take boats into  Bristol 

Bay this summer to catch salmon alongside 

commercial fi shermen from out of state. But 

the waterproof jacket sewn from seal gut that 

Stanley Tom once wore is now stuffed inside 

a display case at Newtok School next to other 

relics.

 Now Mr. Tom puts on a puffy parka to walk 

the few hundred feet he travels to work. He 

checks his e-mail messages to see if there is 

news from the corps or from Senator Stevens 

while his brother, Nick, sketches out a budget 

proposal for a nonprofi t corporation to help 

manage the relocation, presuming the money 

arrives.

SOURCE: William Yardley, “Engulfed by Climate Change, 

Town Seeks Lifeline.” From The New York Times, May 

27, 2007. © 2007 The New York Times. All rights re-

served. Used by permission and protected by the 

Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 

copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the 

 Material without express written permission is 

 prohibited. www.nytimes.com

Thousands of indigenous people living on the Alaskan tundra derive 90 percent or more of 

what they eat annually from the land, the rivers, and the Bering Sea. Among them are 

Stanley and Elizabeth Tom and their children, shown here standing beside the Niutaq 

River in Newtok, Alaska. The local and regional effects of global warming have made the 

Toms and their fellow villagers climate change refugees.
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signed by 170 countries and in effect through 
2012, imposes mandatory caps on greenhouse 
gases. Political will is needed to curb emissions 
substantially. In the past, governments have 
worked together to reduce, and even reverse, hu-
man damage to nature. Consider the successful 
international effort to end the use of chlorofl uo-
rocarbons (CFCs) in aerosol sprays and refriger-
ants. CFCs were destroying the Earth’s protective 
ozone layer.
 Meeting energy needs is the single greatest ob-
stacle to slowing climate change. In the United 
States, about 80 percent of all energy used comes 
from fossil fuels. Worldwide, energy use contin-
ues to grow with economic and population ex-
pansion. China and India in particular are rapidly 
increasing their use of energy, mainly from fossil 
fuels, and consequently their emissions of CO2 
(Figure 15.2). These emissions could be reduced 
by using energy more effi ciently or by using re-
newable sources. One alternative is ethanol, of 
which the United States is a limited producer. 
American policy makers give lip service to the 
value of ethanol, while restricting its infl ow from 
nations, such as Brazil, that produce it most 
 effectively.
 Among the alternatives to fossil fuels are nu-
clear power and such renewable energy technolo-
gies as solar, wind, and biomass generators. 
Replacing coal-fi red electric power plants with 
more effi cient natural-gas-fi red turbines would 

harder in the future. As of this writing, the 
United States, China, and India—three of 
the world’s major producers of green-
house gases—have yet to endorse the 
1997 Kyoto Protocol. That agreement, 

Many scientists see recent weather catastrophes as refl ecting climate 

change. Such events include the 2005 hurricane season featuring Katrina 

and fi res that devastated southern California in late October 2007. The  upper 

image shows Hurricane Katrina, with sustained winds of 140 mph, in the 

Gulf of Mexico. Katrina made landfall in southeastern Louisiana on  August 

29, 2005. The lower photo shows one of dozens of epic fi res that swept 

southern California. One fi re was the size of a small European nation. 

Shown here, on October 23, 2007, fi refi ghters watch as a San Diego Fire 

 Department helicopter drops water on a fi re on Via Conejo, between Lake 

Hodges and Escondido.

Methane (CH4) is a greenhouse gas whose atmospheric 

concentration has risen due to an increase in various 

human activities, including livestock raising. Shown 

here, cattle wait to be fed at Lubbock Feeders in 

 Lubbock, Texas. How do cattle produce methane?

Map 16 shows annual 
energy consumption 
around the world.

anthropology ATLAS
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preserving the environment. An ethnoecology is 
any society’s set of environmental practices and 
perceptions—that is, its cultural model of the en-
vironment and its relation to people and society. 
Indigenous ethnoecologies increasingly are being 
challenged, as migration, media, and commerce 
spread people, institutions, information, and 
technology. In the face of national and interna-
tional incentives to exploit and degrade, ethno-
ecological systems that once preserved local and 
regional environments increasingly are ineffec-
tive or irrelevant.
 Anthropologists routinely witness threats to 
the people they study and their environments. 
Among such threats are commercial logging, in-
dustrial pollution (see last chapter’s “Appreciat-
ing Anthropology”), and the imposition of external 
management systems on local ecosystems (see 
this chapter’s “Appreciating Diversity”). Today’s 
ecological anthropology, aka environmental an-
thropology, attempts not only to understand but 
also to fi nd solutions to environmental problems. 
Such problems must be tackled at the national 
and international levels (e.g., global warming). 
Even in remote places, ecosystem management 
now involves multiple levels. For example, 
among the Antankarana of northern Madagascar 

ethnoecology
A culture’s set of environ-
mental practices and 
perceptions.

reduce carbon emissions. In the United States, 
these technologies currently are too expensive, or, 
in the case of nuclear power, they raise environ-
mental or other concerns. This could change with 
the development and increasing use of new tech-
nologies and as the cost of fossil fuels rises.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
ANTHROPOLOGY
Anthropology always has been concerned with 
how Environmental forces infl uence humans and 
how human activities affect the biosphere and the 
Earth itself. The 1950s–1970s witnessed the emer-
gence of an area of study known as cultural ecology
or ecological anthropology. That fi eld focused on 
how cultural beliefs and practices helped human 
populations adapt to their environments, and 
how people used elements of their culture to 
maintain their ecosystems.
 Early ecological anthropologists showed that 
many indigenous groups did a reasonable job of 
managing their resources and preserving their 
ecosystems. Such groups had traditional ways of 
categorizing resources, regulating their use, and 

ecological 
anthropology
Study of cultural adapta-
tions to environments.

 RECAP 15.1 What Heats, What Cools, the Earth?

WARMING:

Carbon dioxide (CO2)  Has natural and human sources; levels increasing due to burning of fossil fuels.

Methane (CH4)  Has risen due to an increase in human activities, including livestock raising, rice 
growing, landfi ll use, and the extraction, handling, and transport of natural gas.

Ozone (O3)  Has natural sources, especially in the stratosphere, where chemicals have 
depleted the ozone layer; ozone also produced in the troposphere (lower part 
of the atmosphere) when hydrocarbons and nitrogen oxide pollutants react.

Nitrous oxide (N2O)  Has been rising from agricultural and industrial sources.

Halocarbons  Include chlorofl uorocarbons (CFCs), which remain from refrigerants in appliances 
made before CFC ban.

Aerosols  Some airborne particles and droplets warm the planet; black carbon particles 
(soot) produced when fossil fuels or vegetation are burned; generally have a 
warming effect by absorbing solar radiation.

COOLING:

Aerosols  Some cool the planet; sulfate (SO4) aerosols from burning fossil fuels refl ect 
sunlight back to space.

Volcanic eruptions  Emit gaseous SO2, which, once in the atmosphere, forms sulfate aerosol and 
ash. Both refl ect sunlight back to space. 

Sea ice  Refl ects sunlight back to space.

Tundra  Refl ects sunlight back to space.

WARMING/COOLING:

Forests  Deforestation creates land areas that refl ect more sunlight back to space 
(cooling); it also removes trees that absorb CO2 (warming).
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FIGURE 15.2

The panels compare CO2 emis-
sions per nation in 2000 (top) 
and projections for 2025 (bot-
tom). In 2000, the largest emit-
ter of CO2 was the United 
States, which was responsible 
for 25 percent of global emis-
sions. In 2025, China and the 
developing world may signifi -
cantly increase their CO2 emis-
sions relative to the United 
States.

SOURCE: Images courtesy of the 
 Marian Koshland Science Museum of 
the National Academy of Sciences.

The world’s most 

populous nations, 

China and India, are 

rapidly increasing 

their use of energy, 

mainly from fossil 

fuels, and conse-

quently their emis-

sions of CO2. 

Pictured here are 

crowds of cars and 

buses moving slowly 

during a serious 

 Beijing traffi c jam on 

December 31, 2005.
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for the sake of conservation. This man is a wealthy 
ombiasa (traditional sorcerer-healer). With four 
wives, a dozen children, and 20 head of cattle, he 
is an ambitious, hardworking, and productive 
peasant. With money, social support, and super-
natural authority, he has mounted effective resis-
tance against the park ranger who has been trying 
to get him to abandon his fi elds. The ombiasa claims 
he has already relinquished some of his fi elds, but 
he is waiting for compensatory land. His most ef-
fective resistance has been supernatural. The death 
of the ranger’s young son was attributed to the 
ombiasa’s magic. After that, the ranger became less 
vigilant in his enforcement efforts.
 The spread of environmentalism may expose 
radically different notions about the “rights” and 
value of plants and animals versus humans. In 
Madagascar, many intellectuals and offi cials 
complain that foreigners seem more concerned 
about lemurs and other endangered species than 
about the people of Madagascar (the Malagasy). 
As a geographer there remarked to me, “The next 
time you come to Madagascar, there’ll be no more 
 Malagasy. All the people will have starved to 
death, and a lemur will have to meet you at the 
airport.” Most Malagasy perceive human pov-
erty as a more pressing problem than animal and 
plant survival.
 Still, who can doubt that conservation, includ-
ing the preservation of biodiversity, is a worthy 
goal? The challenge for applied ecological anthro-
pology is to devise culturally appropriate strate-
gies for achieving biodiversity conservation in the 
face of unrelenting population growth and com-
mercial expansion. How does one get people 
to support conservation measures that may, in 
the short run at least, diminish their access to 

(Gezon 2006), several levels of authority claim 
the right to use and regulate natural resources 
and local ecosystems. Actual or would-be regula-
tors there include local communities, traditional 
leaders (the regional king or chief), provincial 
and national governments, and the WWF, the 
Worldwide Fund for Nature (formerly the World 
Wildlife Fund), an international NGO. Local peo-
ple, their landscapes, their ideas, their values, 
and their traditional management systems face 
attacks from all sides. Outsiders attempt to re-
make native landscapes and cultures in their own 
image. The aim of many agricultural develop-
ment projects, for example, seems to be to make 
the world as much like a Midwestern American 
agricultural state as possible. Often there is an 
attempt to impose mechanized farming and nu-
clear family ownership, even though these insti-
tutions may be inappropriate in areas far removed 
from the Midwestern United States. Develop-
ment projects usually fail when they try to re-
place indigenous institutions with culturally 
alien concepts (Kottak 1990b).

Global Assaults 
on Local Autonomy
A clash of cultures related to environmental 
change may occur when development threatens 
indigenous peoples and their environments (as 
we saw in the last chapter’s “Appreciating An-
thropology”). A second clash of cultures related 
to environmental change may occur when exter-
nal regulation aimed at conservation confronts 
indigenous peoples and their ethnoecologies. 
Like development projects, conservation schemes 
may ask people to change their ways in order to 
satisfy planners’ goals rather than local goals. In 
places as different as Madagascar, Brazil, and the 
Pacifi c Northwest of the United States, people 
have been asked, told, or forced to abandon basic 
economic activities because to do so is good for 
“nature” or “the globe.” “Good for the globe” 
doesn’t play very well in Brazil, whose Amazon is 
a focus of international environmentalist atten-
tion. Brazilians complain that outsiders (e.g., Eu-
ropeans and North Americans) promote “global 
needs” and “saving the Amazon” after having de-
stroyed their own forests for economic growth. 
Well-intentioned conservation plans can be as in-
sensitive as development schemes that promote 
radical changes without involving local people in 
planning and carrying out the policies that affect 
them. When people are asked to give up the basis 
of their livelihood, they usually resist.
 Consider the case of a Tanosy man living on the 
edge of the Andohahela reserve of southeastern 
Madagascar. For years he has relied on rice fi elds 
and grazing land inside that reserve. Now exter-
nal agencies are telling him to abandon this land 

A scene from the 

“great red island” of 

Madagascar. On that 

island, the effects of 

deforestation, water 

runoff, and soil ero-

sion are visible to 

the naked eye.
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rate of 3 percent annually, doubling every genera-
tion. Population pressure leads to migration, in-
cluding rural–urban migration. Madagascar’s 
capital, Antananarivo, had just 100,000 people in 
1967. The population had risen to about 2 million 
by 2007. Urban growth promotes deforestation if 
city dwellers rely on fuel wood from the country-
side, as is true in Madagascar. As forested water-
sheds disappear, crop productivity declines. 
Madagascar is known as the “great red island,” 
after the color of its soil. On that island, the effects 
of soil erosion and water runoff are visible to the 
naked eye. From the look of its rivers, Madagascar 
appears to be bleeding to death. Increasing runoff 
of water no longer trapped by trees causes erosion 
of low-lying rice fi elds near swollen rivers as well 
as siltation in irrigation canals (Kottak 2007).
 Besides population pressure, another prominent 
cause of deforestation is commercial logging, which 
can degrade forests in several ways. Obviously, log-
ging deforests because it removes trees. Less evi-
dent are the destructive effects of road building, 
tree dragging, and other features of commercial 
logging. A logging road may cut a swath for ero-
sion. Loggers may kill a dozen trees for every log 
they drag out (Kottak, Gezon, and Green 1994).
 The global scenarios of deforestation include de-
mographic pressure (from births or immigration) 
on subsistence economies, commercial logging, 
road building, cash cropping, fuel wood needs as-
sociated with urban expansion, and clearing and 
burning associated with livestock and grazing. The 

 resources? Like development plans in general, the 
most effective conservation strategies pay atten-
tion to the needs and wishes of the local people.

Deforestation
Deforestation is a global concern. Forest loss can 
lead to increased greenhouse gas (CO2) produc-
tion, which contributes to global warming. The 
destruction of tropical forests also is a major fac-
tor in the loss of global biodiversity, since many 
species, often of limited distribution and includ-
ing many primates, live in forests. Tropical forests 
contain at least half of Earth’s species while cov-
ering just 6 percent of the planet’s land surface. 
Yet tropical forests are disappearing at the rate of 
10 million to 20 million hectares per year (the size 
of New York State).
 Generations of anthropologists have studied 
how human economic activities (ancient and 
modern) affect the environment. Anthropologists 
know that food producers (farmers and herders) 
typically do more to degrade the environment 
than foragers do. Population increase and the 
need to expand farming caused deforestation in 
many parts of the ancient Middle East and 
 Mesoamerica. Even today, many farmers think of 
trees as giant weeds to be removed and replaced 
with productive fi elds.
 Often, deforestation is demographically 
driven—caused by population pressure. For ex-
ample, Madagascar’s population is growing at a 

Applied anthropol-

ogy uses anthropo-

logical perspectives 

to identify and solve 

contemporary prob-

lems that affect hu-

mans. Deforestation 

is one such problem. 

Here women take 

part in a reforesta-

tion project in 

coastal Tanzania 

near Dar es Salaam.
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and enforcement may help reduce commercially 
driven deforestation caused by burning and 
clear-cutting. But local people also use and abuse 
forested lands. A challenge for the environ-
mentally oriented applied anthropologist is 
to fi nd ways to make forest preservation 
attractive to local people and ensure their 
cooperation. Successful conservation 
must be based on culturally appropriate 
policies, which applied anthropologists 
can help devise for specifi c places. To 
provide locally meaningful incentives, 
we need good anthropological knowl-
edge of each affected area. Applied anthro-
pologists work to make “good for the globe” 
good for the people.

Risk Perception
Contemporary (applied) ecological anthropolo-
gists work to plan and implement policies aimed 
at environmental preservation. They also advo-
cate for people who are at risk, actually or po-
tentially. One role for today’s environmental 
anthropologist is to assess the extent and nature 
of risk perception in various groups and to har-
ness that awareness to combat environmental 
degradation.

fact that forest loss has several causes has a policy 
implication: Different deforestation scenarios re-
quire different conservation strategies.
 What can be done? On this question applied 
anthropology weighs in, spurring policy makers 
to think about new conservation strategies. The 
traditional approach has been to restrict access to 
forested areas designated as parks, then employ 
park guards and punish violators. Modern strate-
gies are more likely to consider the needs, wishes, 
and abilities of the people (often impoverished) 
living in and near the forest. Since effective con-
servation depends on the cooperation of the local 
people, their concerns must be addressed in de-
vising conservation strategies.
 Typically, forests have substantial economic 
and cultural utility for the communities in and 
near them. Forests supply fi rewood and wood for 
house and granary construction, fences, and tech-
nology (e.g., oxcarts and mortars and pestles—for 
pounding grain). Some forests are used for food 
production, including slash-and-burn or shifting 
cultivation. Tree crops such as bananas, fruits, and 
coffee do well in the forest, where foraging for 
wild products and medicinal plants also proceeds. 
Forests also contain vital cultural products. In 
Madagascar, for example, these products include 
medicinal plants and pastes considered essential 
for the proper growth of children. In one ethnic 
group, rice from a forest fi eld is part of the cere-
mony used to ensure a successful and fertile mar-
riage. Another ethnic group has its most sacred 
tombs in the forests. Traditionally, these culturally 
vital areas of the forest have been tabooed for 
burning and wood cutting. They are part of an in-
digenous ethnoecology and a local conservation 
system that has been in place for generations.
 What happens when activities are banned not 
by the traditional culture but by an external 
agency? Government-imposed conservation poli-
cies may require people to change the way they 
have been doing things for generations to meet 
the goals of outside planners rather than those of 
local people. When communities are asked to give 
up traditional activities on which they depend for 
their livelihood, they usually resist, as in the 
Tanosy case discussed previously.
 Reasons to change behavior must make sense 
to local people. In Madagascar, the economic 
value of the forest for agriculture (as an anti- 
erosion mechanism and reservoir of potential ir-
rigation water) provides a much more powerful 
incentive against forest degradation than do such 
global goals as “preserving biodiversity.” Most 
Malagasy have no idea that lemurs and other en-
demic species exist only in Madagascar. Nor 
would such knowledge provide much of an in-
centive for them to conserve the forests if doing so 
jeopardized their livelihoods.
 To curb the global deforestation threat, we 
need conservation strategies that work. Laws 

Map 1 shows annual 
percent of world 
forest loss. 
Deforestation is 
associated with a 
loss of biodiversity, 
especially in tropical 
forests.

anthropology ATLAS

Seeking audience-grabbing stories, news agencies 

focus on every conceivable risk—from anthrax to 

contaminated spinach to the latest tropical depres-

sion or suspected terrorist plot. The media underplay 

long-term hazards, such as obesity and global 

warming. Shown here, Seattle fi refi ghters hold a 

suspicious vial found by a mail carrier in downtown 

Seattle on Thursday, October 11, 2001.
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turation” are abundant. British and American 
ethnographers, respectively, have used these terms 
to describe the same process. As mentioned, accul-
turation refers to changes that result when groups 
come into continuous fi rsthand contact—changes 
in the cultural patterns of either or both groups 
(Redfi eld, Linton, and Herskovits 1936, p. 149).
 Acculturation differs from diffusion, or cul-
tural borrowing, which can occur without fi rst-
hand contact. For example, most North Americans 
who eat hot dogs (“frankfurters”) have never 
been to Frankfurt, Germany, nor have most North 
American Toyota owners or sushi eaters ever vis-
ited Japan. Although acculturation can be applied 
to any case of cultural contact and change, the 
term most often has described westernization—
the infl uence of Western expansion on indigenous 
peoples and their cultures. Thus, local people 
who wear store-bought clothes, learn Indo- 
European languages, and otherwise adopt West-
ern customs are called acculturated. Acculturation 
may be voluntary or forced, and there may be 
considerable resistance to the process.
 Different degrees of destruction, domination, 
resistance, survival, adaptation, and modifi cation 
of native cultures may follow interethnic contact. 
In the most destructive encounters, native and 
subordinate cultures face obliteration. In cases 
where contact between the indigenous societies 
and more powerful outsiders leads to  destruction—
a situation that is particularly characteristic of co-
lonialist and expansionist eras—a “shock phase” 
often follows the initial encounter (Bodley, ed. 
1988). Outsiders may attack or exploit the native 
people. Such exploitation may increase mortality, 
disrupt subsistence, fragment kin groups, dam-
age social support systems, and inspire new reli-
gious movements, such as the cargo cults 
examined in the chapter “Religion” (Bodley, ed. 
1988). During the shock phase, there may be civil 
repression backed by military force. Such factors 
may lead to the group’s cultural collapse (ethno-
cide) or physical extinction (genocide).

Religious Change
Religious proselytizing can promote ethnocide, as 
native beliefs and practices are replaced by West-
ern ones. Sometimes a religion and associated cus-
toms are replaced by ideology and behavior more 
compatible with Western culture. One example is 
the Handsome Lake religion (as described in the 
chapter on religion), which led the Iroquois to copy 
European farming techniques, stressing male 
rather than female labor. The Iroquois also gave up 
their communal longhouses and matrilineal de-
scent groups for nuclear family households. The 
teachings of Handsome Lake led to a new church 
and religion. This revitalization movement helped 
the Iroquois survive in a drastically modifi ed envi-
ronment, but much ethnocide was involved.

westernization
The acculturative infl u-
ence of Western expan-
sion on local cultures 
worldwide.

 Paradoxically, risk perception may be more de-
veloped in groups that are less endangered objec-
tively. (Compare a fi tness-obsessed member of 
the North American upper middle class with an 
impoverished peasant in North Korea.) In Brazil, 
environmental awareness is most developed in 
places and groups that are most directly infl u-
enced by the media and by environmentalism, 
rather among those who are most endangered.
 The mass media hone risk perception. Seeking 
audience-grabbing stories, news agencies focus 
on every conceivable “risk”—from anthrax to 
bird fl u to the latest tropical depression or sus-
pected terrorist plot. A world fi lled with ubiqui-
tous “risks,” many unseen and of unmeasured 
magnitude, is a rich domain for magical thought, 
which diverts attention from more serious prob-
lems. While heightening fears about risks that 
might kill a dozen rats in 100 years, the media 
tend to underplay more signifi cant proven haz-
ards, such as obesity or global warming.
 The rise of the Internet and cable/satellite TV, 
with its 24-hour newscasting, has blurred the dis-
tinction between the global, the national, and the 
local. All threats appear closer to home. Constant 
rebroadcasting magnifi es risk perception. Geo-
graphical distance is obscured by the national me-
dia and their barrage of information; a threat in 
Buffalo or Sacramento is perceived as one nearby, 
even if one lives in Atlanta. Globalization has 
spawned threats that are increasingly magnifi ed 
by governments, the media, interest groups, and 
litigation. With so much to worry about, how can 
we be rationally selective? Brazil has many more 
unregulated ecological hazards than the United 
States does, but Brazilians worry much less about 
them. To be sure, Brazilians are also selective in 
their risk perception. For years, crime, violence, 
and lack of jobs have been their main worries.
 How is risk perception related to actions that can 
reduce threats to the environment? In the United 
States, politicians tapped fears raised by the at-
tacks of September 11, 2001, to gain support for a 
“war on terror” and an invasion of Iraq. It may be 
possible to tap concerns raised by Katrinalike 
weather events (which many Americans perceive, 
whether accurately or not, as related to global 
warming) to spur actions to combat destructive 
climate change. Once they have perceived the risk, 
people also need concrete incentives to take action 
against it (e.g., the need to maintain the water sup-
ply for irrigation, to save money, to obtain insur-
ance for a beach house).

INTERETHNIC CONTACT
Since at least the 1920s anthropologists have in-
vestigated the changes—on both sides—that arise 
from contact between industrial and nonindustrial 
societies. Studies of “social change” and “accul-
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the French language by reciting from books about 
“our ancestors the Gauls.”
 To what extent is modern technology, espe-
cially the mass media, an agent of cultural impe-
rialism? Some commentators see modern 
technology as erasing cultural differences, as 

 Handsome Lake was a native who created a 
new religion, drawing on Western models. More 
commonly, missionaries and proselytizers repre-
senting the major world religions, especially 
Christianity and Islam, are the proponents of reli-
gious change. Protestant and Catholic missioniza-
tion continues even in remote corners of the 
world. Evangelical Protestantism, for example, is 
advancing today in Peru, Brazil, and other parts 
of Latin America. It challenges an often jaded Ca-
tholicism that has too few priests and that is 
sometimes seen mainly as women’s religion.
 Sometimes the political ideology of a nation-
state is pitted against traditional religion. Offi -
cials of the former Soviet empire discouraged 
Catholicism, Judaism, and Islam. In Central Asia, 
Soviet dominators destroyed Muslim mosques 
and discouraged religious practice. On the other 
hand, governments often use their power to ad-
vance a religion, such as Islam in Iran or Sudan 
(see Figure 15.3).
 A military government seized power in Sudan 
in 1989. It immediately launched a campaign to 
change that country of more than 35 million peo-
ple, where one-quarter were not Muslims, into an 
Islamic nation. Sudan adopted a policy of reli-
gious, linguistic, and cultural imperialism. The 
government sought to extend Islam and the Ara-
bic language to the non-Muslim south. This was 
an area of Christianity and tribal religions that 
had resisted the central government for a decade 
(Hedges 1992a).
 This resistance continues and has spilled over 
into Sudan’s drought-stricken and impoverished 
western province of Darfur. As of this writing, 
more than 2 million Sudanese are living in camps, 
having fl ed years of fi ghting in the region.  Sudan’s 
government and pro-government Arab militias 
have been accused of war crimes against the re-
gion’s black African population. The Darfur con-
fl ict began early in 2003 as non–Islamic rebels 
waged attacks against government targets, claim-
ing the government was oppressing black  Africans 
in favor of Arabs. Darfur has faced many years of 
tension over land and grazing rights between no-
madic Arabs and black African farmers. One of 
the two main rebel groups, the Sudan  Liberation 
Army (SLA), includes Nuer and other Nilotic 
populations.

Cultural Imperialism
Cultural imperialism refers to the spread or ad-
vance of one culture at the expense of others, or 
its imposition on other cultures, which it modi-
fi es, replaces, or destroys—usually because of dif-
ferential economic or political infl uence. Thus, 
children in the French colonial empire learned 
French history, language, and culture from stan-
dard textbooks also used in France. Tahitians, 
Malagasy, Vietnamese, and Senegalese learned 

cultural imperialism
Spread of one (domi-
nant) culture at the 
 expense of others.

S U D D

Nuba
Mts.

Jabal
Marrah

Nubian Dese

R
e

d
S

e
a

H
ill

L I B Y A N

D E S E R T

Red
Sea

Lake
Turkana

Lake
Tana

Lake
Nasser

Kinyeti

Khartoum

Port
Sudan

Kassala

Al Ubayyid
Wad Madani

Omdurman

Khartoum North

Dunqulah
Atbarah

Kuraymah

Al Fashir Al Qadarif

Wadi Halfa

Sannar
Kusti

Halaib

ad-Damazin
An NuhudNyala

Babanusah

Al Junaynah

Kaduqli
Malakal

Waw

Rumbek Pibor
Post

Yambio

Juba

Addis
Ababa

Asmara

Sarh

Gonder

Jima

Niangara

Birao

Abéché

EGYPT

S U D A N

SAUDI
ARABIA

ERITREA

ETHIOPIA

DEM. REP.
OF THE
CONGO

CHAD

KENYA

LIBYA

CENTRAL
AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

UGANDA

N

300 km

0

0

150 300 mi

150

FIGURE 15.3 Location of Sudan.

Native children throughout the French colonial empire learned the French lan-

guage by reciting from books about “our ancestors the Gauls.” More recently, 

French citizens have criticized or resisted what they see as American “cultural 

imperialism”—one prominent symbol of which has been Euro Disneyland. 

Has there also been resistance to the expansion of Disney enterprises in the 

United States?
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 Brazilian television also has played a “top-
down” role, by spreading the popularity of holi-
days like Carnaval and Christmas (Kottak 1990a). 
TV has aided the national spread of Carnaval be-
yond its traditional urban centers. Still, local reac-
tions to the nationwide broadcasting of Carnaval 
and its trappings (elaborate parades, costumes, 
and frenzied dancing) are not simple or uniform 
responses to external stimuli.
 Rather than direct adoption of Carnaval, local 
Brazilians respond in various ways. Often they 
don’t take up Carnaval itself but modify their lo-
cal festivities to fi t Carnaval images. Others ac-
tively spurn Carnaval. One example is Arembepe, 

homogeneous products reach more people 
worldwide. But others see a role for modern 
technology in allowing social groups (local cul-
tures) to express themselves and to survive 
(Marcus and Fischer 1999). Modern radio and 
TV, for example, constantly bring local happen-
ings (for example, a “chicken festival” in Iowa) 
to the attention of a larger public. The North 
American media play a role in stimulating local 
activities of many sorts. Similarly, in Brazil, lo-
cal practices, celebrations, and performances are 
changing in the context of outside forces, in-
cluding the mass media and tourism.
 In the town of Arembepe, Brazil (Kottak 1999a), 
TV coverage has stimulated participation in a tra-
ditional annual performance, the Chegança. This is 
a fi shermen’s danceplay that reenacts the Portu-
guese discovery of Brazil. Arembepeiros have 
traveled to the state capital to perform the 
Chegança before television cameras, for a TV pro-
gram featuring traditional performances from 
many rural communities.
 One national Brazilian Sunday-night variety 
program (Fantástico) is especially popular in rural 
areas because it shows such local events. In sev-
eral towns along the Amazon River, annual folk 
ceremonies are now staged more lavishly for TV 
cameras. In the Amazon town of Parantíns, for 
example, boatloads of tourists arriving any time 
of year are shown a videotape of the town’s an-
nual Bumba Meu Boi festival. This is a costumed 
performance mimicking bullfi ghting, parts of 
which have been shown on Fantástico. This pat-
tern, in which local communities preserve, revive, 
and intensify the scale of traditional ceremonies 
to perform for TV and tourists, is expanding.

living anthropology VIDEOS

Cultural Survival through History, www.mhhe.com/kottak

In this clip, a genial host tours the village museum built 
by the local community of San José Magote in Oaxaca, 
Mexico. The narrator highlights artifacts and exhibits 
commemorating the site’s 3,500-year history, including 
pottery from an ancient chiefl y center, a scale model of 
a Spanish hacienda, and a portrayal of villagers’ 
successful efforts to return land seized by the 
Spaniards to community ownership. The clip shows 
one path to cultural survival. The idea that they are the 
rightful heirs to the cultural traditions of ancient 
Mexico is an important part of the identity of the local 
Zapotec people. How are genealogies used to portray 
local history? How does the clip link those genealogies 
to the present? Based on the clip, what roles have 
women played in Zapotec history?

In San Gimignano, 

Italy, boys and young 

men don Medieval 

costumes and beat 

drums in a parade 

through the streets 

during one of the 

town’s many pag-

eants. Increasingly, 

local communities 

perform “traditional” 

ceremonies for TV 

and tourists.
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personal link to them. These readings of Rambo 
were relevant meanings produced from the text, 
not by it (Fiske 1989).

A Global System of Images
All cultures express imagination—in dreams, fan-
tasies, songs, myths, and stories. Today, however, 
more people in many more places imagine “a 
wider set of ‘possible’ lives than they ever did be-
fore. One important source of this change is the 
mass media, which present a rich, ever-changing 
store of possible lives” (Appadurai 1991, p. 197). 
The United States as a media center has been 
joined by Canada, Japan, Western Europe, Brazil, 
Mexico, Nigeria, Egypt, India, and Hong Kong.
 As print has done for centuries (Anderson 
1991), the electronic mass media also can spread, 
even help create, national and ethnic identities. 
Like print, television and radio can diffuse the 
cultures of different countries within their own 
boundaries, thus enhancing national cultural 
identity. For example, millions of Brazilians who 
were formerly cut off (by geographic isolation 
or illiteracy) from urban and national events 
and information now participate in a national 
communication system, through TV networks 
(Kottak 1990a).
 Crosscultural studies of television contradict a 
belief Americans ethnocentrically hold about tele-
viewing in other countries. This misconception is 
that American programs inevitably triumph over 
local products. This doesn’t happen when there is 
appealing local competition. In Brazil, for example, 
the most popular network (TV Globo) relies heav-
ily on native productions, especially telenovelas. 

where Carnaval has never been important, prob-
ably because of its calendrical closeness to the 
main local festival, which is held in February to 
honor Saint Francis of Assisi. In the past, villagers 
couldn’t afford to celebrate both occasions. Now, 
not only do the people of Arembepe reject Car-
naval; they are also increasingly hostile to their 
own main festival. Arembepeiros resent the fact 
that the Saint Francis festival has become “an out-
siders’ event,” because it draws thousands of 
tourists to Arembepe each February. The villagers 
think that commercial interests and outsiders 
have appropriated Saint Francis.
 In opposition to these trends, many Arembe-
peiros now say they like and participate more in 
the traditional June festivals honoring Saint John, 
Saint Peter, and Saint Anthony. In the past, these 
were observed on a much smaller scale than was 
the festival honoring Saint Francis. Arembepeiros 
celebrate them now with a new vigor and enthu-
siasm, as they react to outsiders and their celebra-
tions, real and televised.

MAKING AND 
REMAKING CULTURE
To understand culture change, it is important to 
recognize that meaning may be locally manufac-
tured. People assign their own meanings and 
value to the texts, messages, and products they 
receive. Those meanings refl ect their cultural 
backgrounds and experiences.

Indigenizing Popular Culture
When forces from world centers enter new societ-
ies, they are indigenized—modifi ed to fi t the lo-
cal culture. This is true of cultural forces as 
different as fast food, music, housing styles, sci-
ence, terrorism, celebrations, and political ideas 
and institutions (Appadurai 1990). Consider the 
reception of the movie Rambo in Australia as an 
example of how popular culture may be indi-
genized.  Michaels (1986) found Rambo to be very 
popular among aborigines in the deserts of central 
 Australia, who had manufactured their own 
meanings from the fi lm. Their “reading” was very 
different from the one imagined by the movie’s 
creators and by most North Americans. The Na-
tive Australians saw Rambo as a representative of 
the Third World who was engaged in a battle with 
the white offi cer class. This reading expressed 
their negative feelings about white paternalism 
and about existing race relations. The Native Aus-
tralians also imagined that there were tribal ties 
and kin links between Rambo and the prisoners 
he was rescuing. All this made sense, based on 
their experience. Native Australians are dispro-
portionately represented in Australian jails. Their 
most likely liberator would be someone with a 

indigenized
Modifi ed to fi t the local 
culture.

When products and images enter new settings, they are typically 

 indigenized—modifi ed to fi t the local culture. Jeans Street, in Bandung, 

 Indonesia, is a strip of stores, vendors, and restaurants catering to young 

 people interested in Western pop culture. How is the poster of Batman and 

Robin indigenized?
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on foreign labor—through both the immigration 
of laborers and the export of jobs.
 Contemporary global culture is driven by fl ows 
of people, technology, fi nance, information, im-
ages, and ideology (Appadurai 1990, 2001). Busi-
ness, technology, and the media have increased 
the craving for commodities and images through-
out the world (Gottdiener 2000). This has forced 
nation-states to open to a global culture of con-
sumption. Almost everyone today participates in 

Globo plays each night to the world’s largest and 
most devoted audience (perhaps 80 million view-
ers throughout the nation). The programs that at-
tract this horde are made by Brazilians, for 
Brazilians. Thus, it is not North American culture 
but a new pan-Brazilian national culture that Bra-
zilian TV is propagating. Brazilian productions 
also compete internationally. They are exported 
to over 100 countries, spanning Latin America, 
Europe, Asia, and Africa.
 We may generalize that programming that is 
culturally alien won’t do very well anywhere 
when a quality local choice is available. Confi r-
mation comes from many countries. National 
productions are highly popular in Japan, Mexico, 
India, Egypt, and Nigeria. In a survey during the 
mid-1980s, 75 percent of Nigerian viewers pre-
ferred local productions. Only 10 percent favored 
imports, and the remaining 15 percent liked the 
two options equally. Local productions are suc-
cessful in Nigeria because “they are fi lled with 
everyday moments that audiences can identify 
with. These shows are locally produced by Nige-
rians” (Gray 1986). Thirty million people watched 
one of the most popular series, The Village Head-
master, each week. That program brought rural 
values to the screens of urbanites who had lost 
touch with their rural roots (Gray 1986).
 The mass media also can play a role in main-
taining ethnic and national identities among peo-
ple who lead transnational lives. Arabic-speaking 
Muslims, including migrants, in several countries 
follow the TV network Al Jazeera, based in Qatar, 
which helps reinforce ethnic and religious identi-
ties. As groups move, they can stay linked to each 
other and to their homeland through the media. 
Diasporas (people who have spread out from an 
original, ancestral homeland) have enlarged the 
markets for media, communication, and travel 
services targeted at specifi c ethnic, national, or 
 religious audiences. For a fee, a PBS station in 
 Fairfax, Virginia, offers more than 30 hours a week 
to immigrant groups in the D.C. area, to make 
programs in their own languages.

A Global Culture of Consumption
Besides the electronic media, another key trans-
national force is fi nance. Multinational corpora-
tions and other business interests look beyond 
national boundaries for places to invest and draw 
profi ts. As Arjun Appadurai (1991, p. 194) puts it, 
“money, commodities, and persons unendingly 
chase each other around the world.” Residents of 
many Latin American communities now depend 
on outside cash, remitted from international labor 
migration. Also, the economy of the United States 
is increasingly infl uenced by foreign investment, 
especially from Britain, Canada, Germany, the 
Netherlands, and Japan (Rouse 1991). The Ameri-
can economy also has increased its dependence 

Business and the media have increased the craving 

for products throughout the world. Barbie dolls and 

Pocahontas videos are sold in China, as is Häagen-

Dazs ice cream in the Middle East.
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community to the diaspora—the offspring of an 
area who have spread to many lands. Anthropol-
ogists increasingly follow descendants of the vil-
lages we have studied as they move from rural to 
urban areas and across national boundaries. For 
the 1991 annual meeting of the American Anthro-
pological Association in Chicago, the anthropolo-
gist Robert Kemper organized a session of 
presentations about long-term ethnographic fi eld 
work. Kemper’s own longtime research focus has 
been the Mexican village of Tzintzuntzan, which, 
with his mentor George Foster, he has studied for 
decades. However, their database now includes 
not just Tzintzuntzan but its descendants all over 
the world. Given the Tzintzuntzan diaspora, 
Kemper was even able to use some of his time in 
Chicago to visit people from Tzintzuntzan who 
had established a colony there. In today’s world, 
as people move, they take their traditions and 
their anthropologists along with them.
 Postmodernity describes our time and situa-
tion: today’s world in fl ux, these people on the 
move who have learned to manage multiple iden-
tities depending on place and context. In its most 
general sense, postmodern refers to the blurring 
and breakdown of established canons (rules or 
standards), categories, distinctions, and boundar-
ies. The word is taken from postmodernism—a 
style and movement in architecture that succeeded 
modernism, beginning in the 1970s. Postmodern 
architecture rejected the rules, geometric order, 
and austerity of modernism. Modernist buildings 
were expected to have a clear and functional de-
sign. Postmodern design is “messier” and more 
playful. It draws on a diversity of styles from 
different times and places—including popular, 

diaspora
Offspring of an area who 
have spread to many 
lands.

postmodernity
Time of questioning of 
established canons, 
identities, and standards.

postmodern
Breakdown of estab-
lished canons, catego-
ries, distinctions, and 
boundaries.

postmodernism
Movement after mod-
ernism in architecture; 
now much wider.

this culture. Few people have never seen a T-shirt 
advertising a Western product. American and 
English rock stars’ recordings blast through the 
streets of Rio de Janeiro, while taxi drivers from 
Toronto to Madagascar play Brazilian music tapes. 
Peasants and tribal people participate in the mod-
ern world system not only because they have been 
hooked on cash, but also because their products 
and images are appropriated by world capitalism 
(Root 1996). They are commercialized by others 
(like the San in the movie The Gods Must Be Crazy). 
Furthermore, indigenous peoples also market 
their own images and products, through outlets 
like Cultural Survival (see Mathews 2000).

PEOPLE IN MOTION
The linkages in the modern world system have 
both enlarged and erased old boundaries and dis-
tinctions. Arjun Appadurai (1990, p. 1) character-
izes today’s world as a “translocal” “interactive 
system” that is “strikingly new.” Whether as refu-
gees, migrants, tourists, pilgrims, proselytizers, 
laborers, businesspeople, development workers, 
employees of nongovernmental organizations, 
politicians, terrorists, soldiers, sports fi gures, or 
media-borne images, people appear to travel 
more than ever.
 In previous chapters, we saw that foragers and 
herders are typically seminomadic or nomadic. To-
day, however, the scale of human movement has 
expanded dramatically. So important is transna-
tional migration that many Mexican villagers fi nd 
“their most important kin and friends are as likely 
to be living hundreds or thousands of miles 
away as immediately around them” (Rouse 1991). 
Most migrants maintain their ties with their native 
land (phoning, e-mailing, visiting, sending money, 
watching “ethnic TV”). In a sense, they live 
 multilocally—in different places at once. Domini-
cans in New York City, for example, have been 
characterized as living “between two islands”: 
Manhattan and the Dominican Republic (Grasmuck 
and Pessar 1991). Many Dominicans—like migrants 
from other countries—migrate to the United States 
temporarily, seeking cash to transform their life-
styles when they return to the Caribbean.
 Decisions about whether to risk migration, per-
haps illegal, across national boundaries are based 
on social reasons, such as whether kin already live 
in the host nation, and economic reasons, in re-
sponse to ebbs and fl ows in the global economy. 
This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” dis-
cusses how large numbers of Brazilians, and by 
extension other recent migrants to the United 
States, are returning home because of the recent 
economic downturn here, as well as more restric-
tive immigration laws and enforcement policies.
 With so many people “in motion,” the unit of 
anthropological study expands from the local 

With so many people on the move, the unit of anthropological study has ex-

panded from the local community to the diaspora. This refers to the offspring 

of an area (e.g., South Asia) who have spread to many lands, such as this 

 Indian sweets shop owner on Ealing Road in London, UK.
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Migration studies are common in contemporary 
anthropology, refl ecting the interconnectedness 
of the world today. Among the migrants stud-
ied by anthropologists are descendants of our 
fi eld sites, who now move not only from rural to 
urban areas but also across national boundar-
ies. The anthropologist Robert Kemper, for ex-
ample, follows the worldwide diaspora of a 
Mexican village, Tzintzuntzan, which he has 
studied for decades. In today’s world, as people 
move, they take their traditions and their an-
thropologists along with them. The anthropolo-
gist Maxine Margolis, described here for her 
studies of Brazilians in the United States, origi-
nally did fi eld work in Brazil. Later she became 
interested in Brazilian migration to Paraguay, 
then the United States. She tracks the fortunes 
and movements of Brazilians as they respond 
to events in Brazil, the United States, and the 
global economy. Described here is a return 
movement to Brazil spurred by the declining 
U.S. economy, particularly in construction, a 
rise in anti-immigrant sentiment, and the ris-
ing value of the Brazilian currency relative to 
the U.S. dollar.

Like hundreds of thousands of middle-class 

Brazilians who moved to the United States over 

the last two decades, Jose Osvandir Borges 

and his wife, Elisabeth, came on tourist visas 

and stayed as illegal immigrants, putting down 

roots in ways they never expected.

 After packing up their plasma-screen TV, 

scholastic trophies and other fruits of 12 pros-

perous years in the Ironbound in Newark, the 

couple and their American-born daughter, 

Marianna, 10, were scheduled to fl y back to 

Brazil for good this morning. . . . 

 “You can’t spend your entire life waiting to 

be legal,” said Mr. Borges, 42, refl ecting on a 

hard decision born of lost hopes, new fears 

and changing economies in both countries 

since he arrived in 1996. By law, the couple 

faces a 10-year bar on re-entering the United 

States, even as visitors.

 That decision—to give up on life in the 

United States—is being made by more and 

more Brazilians across the country, according 

to consular offi cials, travel agencies swamped 

by one-way ticket bookings, and community 

leaders in the neighborhoods that Brazilian im-

migrants have transformed, from Boston to 

Pompano Beach, Fla. . . .

 In the last half year, the reverse migration 

has become unmistakable among Brazilians in 

the United States, a population estimated at 

1.1 million by Brazil’s government—four to fi ve 

times the offi cial census fi gures. . . . 

 Homeward-bound Brazilians point to a ris-

ing fear of deportation and a slumping Ameri-

can economy. Many cite the expiration of 

appreciating
ANTHROPOLOGY

Giving up the American Dream

Many Brazilian migrants to the United States, including the ones shown here, are giv-

ing up their “American Dream” and returning to Brazil. The photo includes Elisabeth 

Borges (left), her daughter, Marianna, her husband, Jose Osvandir Borges (seated), and 

their son, Thiago (right), with Jose Silva, a family friend, in their Newark home on 

Monday, December 3, 2007.

ethnic, and non-Western cultures. Postmodernism 
extends “value” well beyond classic, elite, and 
Western cultural forms. Postmodern is now used to 
describe comparable developments in music, lit-
erature, and visual art. From this origin, postmoder-
nity describes a world in which traditional 
standards, contrasts, groups, boundaries, and 

identities are opening up, reaching out, and break-
ing down.
 Globalization promotes intercultural communi-
cation, including travel and migration, which bring 
people from different societies into direct contact. 
The world is more integrated than ever. Yet disin-
tegration also surrounds us. Nations dissolve 
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driver’s licenses that can no longer be re-

newed under tougher rules, coupled with the 

steep drop in the value of the dollar against 

the currency of Brazil, where the economy 

has improved . . . 

 In Massachusetts, says Fausto da Rocha, the 

founder of the Boston-area Brazilian Immigrant 

Center, his compatriots—many here illegally—

are leaving by the thousands, some after losing 

homes in the subprime mortgage crisis. . . . 

 And at Brazil’s consulate in Miami, which 

serves Brazilians in fi ve Southeastern states, 

offi cials said a recent survey of moving compa-

nies and travel agencies confi rmed what they 

had already surmised from their foot traffi c: 

More Brazilians are leaving the region than 

 arriving—the reversal of an upward curve that 

seemed unstoppable as recently as 2005, 

when Brazilians unable to meet tightened visa 

requirements were sneaking across the United 

States–Mexico border in record numbers.

 It is too soon to say whether the reverse 

migration of Brazilians puts them in the van-

guard of a larger trend among immigrants, or 

underscores their distinctiveness . . . They gen-

erally come from more urban and educated 

classes than other major groups of illegal im-

migrants from Latin America, studies show. 

Many returning now have been investing their 

American earnings in Brazilian property.

 But their own explanation for the surge 

back to Brazil contradicts conventional wisdom 

on both sides of the immigration debate.

 For years, advocates of giving people like 

the Borgeses a chance to earn legal status 

have argued that illegal immigrants will only be 

driven further underground by enforcement 

measures like raids or denying them driver’s 

licenses. Advocates of harsher restrictions and 

penalties have argued that illegal immigration 

is now growing independently of the ebb and 

fl ow of the American economy. Returning Bra-

zilians defy both contentions.

 Faced with diminishing rewards and rising 

expenses in the United States, long separated 

from aging relatives in Brazil, “people say, ’Is 

this worth it, being illegal, being scared?’” said 

Maxine L. Margolis, a professor of anthropol-

ogy at the University of Florida in Gainesville 

who has written extensively on Brazilians in 

the United States.

 There are regional variations, but the pat-

tern is consistent. In South Florida, the expira-

tion of a driver’s license is often a turning point 

for families already caught short by the slump 

in housing construction . . . Until seven years 

ago, Brazilians with tourist visas could get 

 Florida licenses valid for eight years, but they 

are all expiring now and cannot be renewed . . . 

 In Massachusetts, where there is more 

public transportation, a spate of high-profi le 

immigration raids, coupled with home foreclo-

sures, have played a key role in the exodus . . . 

 While Brazil does not yet offer the job op-

portunities of Ireland, which has drawn back 

emigrants in droves, neither is it an economi-

cally bleak or war-torn country. And like Italian 

immigrants early in the 20th century, who typi-

cally planned to return to Italy—half of them 

eventually doing so—many Brazilians arrived 

with the intention of going back as soon as 

they met their fi nancial goals.

 But like the Borges family, they soon 

changed their timetable.

 “We came here to save enough money to 

buy a house” in Brazil, Mr. Borges said, recalling 

the early weeks when the family slept in a 

friend’s basement and he worked in construc-

tion for the fi rst time. They expected to return 

to Brazil after two years.

 Instead, he found his inner entrepreneur. 

He started a plumbing and construction busi-

ness that soon employed upward of seven 

compatriots, paid taxes and helped build 

name-brand hotels in three states.

 But in 2005, as the construction boom be-

gan to go bust, larger companies, prompted by 

labor unions, started to demand working pa-

pers, he said. And when his crew could not 

produce them, they were let go.

 As the housing market faltered, weekly earn-

ings in his business shrank from a high of $6,000 

to barely $2,000, he said. Expenses like gas and 

rent rose, making it harder for him and Ms. 

Borges, who cleaned houses in New York, to pay 

off loans for the farm they were buying in Brazil.

 The dollar, which once bought four Brazil-

ian reals, dropped to a historic low of 1.7 re-

als in May. Then in June came their personal 

tipping point: the collapse of the bipartisan 

bill in Congress that would have offered them, 

and millions of other illegal residents, a path 

to legal status.

 “After the law didn’t pass, it was like all the 

hope went away at once,” said Mr. Borges.

SOURCE: Nina Bernstein and Elizabeth Dwoskin, “Brazil-

ians Giving Up Their American Dream.” From The 

New York Times, December 4, 2007. © 2007 The New 

York Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission 

and protected by the Copyright Laws of the United 

States. The printing, copying, redistribution, or re-

transmission of the Material without express written 

permission is prohibited. www.nytimes.com

 (Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union), as do political blocs 
(the Warsaw Pact nations) and ideologies (“Com-
munism”). The notion of a “Free World” collapses 
because it existed mainly in opposition to a group 
of “Captive Nations”—a label once applied by the 
United States and its allies to the former Soviet em-
pire that has lost much of its meaning today.

 Simultaneously, new kinds of political and eth-
nic units are emerging. In some cases, cultures and 
ethnic groups have banded together in larger as-
sociations. There is a growing pan-Indian identity 
(Nagel 1996) and an international pantribal move-
ment as well. Thus, in June 1992, the World Con-
ference of Indigenous Peoples met in Rio de 
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term that the Spanish and Portuguese conquerors 
used to refer to the native inhabitants of the 
Americas. With the national independence move-
ments that ended Latin American colonialism, the 
situation of indigenous peoples did not necessar-
ily improve. For the white and mestizo (mixed) 
elites of the new nations, indios and their lifestyle 
were perceived as alien to (European) civilization. 
But Indians also were seen as redeemable by in-
tellectuals, who argued for social policies to im-
prove their welfare (de la Peña 2005).
 Until the mid- to late 1980s, Latin American 
public discourse and state policies emphasized 
assimilation and discouraged indigenous identifi -
cation and mobilization. Indians were associated 
with a romanticized past but marginalized in the 
present, except for museums, tourism, and folk-
loric events. Argentina’s Indians were all but in-
visible. Indigenous Bolivians and Peruvians were 
encouraged to self-identify as campesinos (peas-
ants). The past 30 years have seen a dramatic shift. 
The emphasis has shifted from biological and cul-
tural assimilation—mestizaje—to identities that 
value difference, especially Indianness. In Ecua-
dor groups seen previously as Quichua-speaking 
peasants are classifi ed now as indigenous com-
munities with assigned territories. Other Andean 
“peasants” have experienced reindigenization as 
well. Brazil has recognized 30 new indigenous 
communities in the northeast, a region previously 
seen as having lost its indigenous population (see 
“Beyond the Classroom”). In Guatemala,  Nicaragua, 
Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay, Ecuador, 
 Argentina, Bolivia, Peru, and Venezuela, constitu-
tional reforms have recognized those nations as 

Janeiro concurrently with UNCED (the United 
Nations Conference on the Environment and De-
velopment). Along with diplomats, journalists, 
and environmentalists came 300 representatives 
of the tribal diversity that survives in the modern 
world—from Lapland to Mali (Brooke 1992; see 
also Maybury-Lewis 2002).

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
The term and concept indigenous people gained le-
gitimacy within international law with the creation 
in 1982 of the United Nations Working Group on 
Indigenous Populations (WGIP). This group, 
which meets annually, has representation from all 
six continents. The draft of the Declaration of In-
digenous Rights, produced by the WGIP in 1989, 
was accepted by the UN for discussion in 1993. 
Convention 169, an ILO (International Labor Orga-
nization) document that supports cultural diver-
sity and indigenous empowerment, was approved 
in 1989. Such declarations and documents, along 
with the work of the WGIP, have infl uenced gov-
ernments, NGOs, and international agencies, in-
cluding the World Bank, to express greater concern 
for, and to adopt policies designed to benefi t, in-
digenous peoples. Social movements worldwide 
have adopted the term indigenous people as a self-
identifying and political label based on past op-
pression but now legitimizing a search for social, 
cultural, and political rights (de la Peña 2005).
 In Spanish-speaking Latin America, social sci-
entists and politicians favor the term indígena (in-
digenous person) over indio (Indian)—the colonial 

Working to promote 

cultural survival is a 

growing international 

pantribal movement. 

In June 1992, the 

World Conference of 

Indigenous Peoples 

met in Rio de Janeiro. 

Along with diplo-
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Simultaneously, autochthony became a key notion 
in debates about immigration and multicultural-
ism in Europe. Unlike “indigenous peoples,” the 
label autochthon has been claimed by majority 
groups in Europe. This term highlights the promi-
nence that the exclusion of strangers has assumed 
in day-to-day politics worldwide (Ceuppens and 
Geschiere 2005). One familiar example is the 
United States, as represented in the congressional 
debate that broke out, beginning in spring 2006, 
over illegal immigration.

Identity in Indigenous Politics
Essentialism describes the process of viewing an 
identity as established, real, and frozen, to hide 
the historical processes and politics within which 
that identity developed. One example would be 
the ethnic labels “Hutu” and “Tutsi” in Rwanda, 
as discussed in the chapter “The World System 
and Colonialism.” Those labels actually had noth-
ing to do with ethnicity when they were created. 
Nation-states have used essentializing strategies 
(e.g., the Tutsi–Hutu distinction) to perpetuate hi-
erarchies and to justify violence against categories 
seen as less than fully human.
 Identities, emphatically, are not fi xed. We saw 
in the chapter “Ethnicity and Race” that identities 
are fl uid and multiple. People seize on particular, 
sometimes competing, self-labels and identities. 
Some Peruvian groups, for instance, self-identify 
as mestizos but still see themselves as indigenous. 
Identity is a fl uid, dynamic process, and there are 

essentialism
Viewing identities that 
have developed histori-
cally as innate and 
unchanging.

multicultural (Jackson and Warren 2005). Several 
national constitutions now recognize the rights of 
indigenous peoples to cultural distinctiveness, 
sustainable development, political representation, 
and limited self-government. In Colombia, for ex-
ample, indigenous communities have been con-
fi rmed as rightful owners of large territories. 
Their leaders and councils have the same benefi ts 
as any local government. Two seats in the Colom-
bian senate are reserved for Indian representa-
tives (de la Peña 2005).
 In Latin America, the drive by indigenous 
peoples for self-determination has emphasized 
(1) their cultural distinctiveness; (2) political re-
forms involving a restructuring of the state; (3) ter-
ritorial rights and access to natural resources, 
including control over economic development; 
and (4) reforms of military and police powers over 
indigenous peoples (Jackson and Warren 2005).
 The indigenous rights movement, and govern-
ment responses to it, take place in the context of 
globalization, including transnational social move-
ments focusing on such issues as human rights, 
women’s rights, and environmentalism. Transna-
tional organizations have helped indigenous peo-
ples infl uence national legislative agendas. NGOs 
specializing in development and human rights 
have come to see indigenous peoples as clients. 
Many Latin American countries have signed inter-
national human rights treaties and covenants.
 Although Latin America has experienced a gen-
eral shift from authoritarian to democratic rule since 
the 1980s, ethnic and racial discrimination and in-
equality haven’t disappeared. We should recognize 
as well that indigenous organizing has a high toll, 
including assassinations of indigenous leaders and 
their supporters. Especially in  Guatemala, Peru, 
and Colombia there has been severe political re-
pression, along with thousands of indigenous 
deaths, indigenous refugees, and internally dis-
placed persons (Jackson and Warren 2005).
 Ceuppens and Geschiere (2005) explore a re-
cent upsurge of the notion of autochthony (being 
native to, or formed in, the place where found)—
with an implicit call for excluding strangers—in 
different parts of the world. The terms autochthony 
and indigenous both go back to classical Greek his-
tory, with similar implications. Autochthony refers 
to self and soil. Indigenous literally means born 
inside, with the connotation in classical Greek of 
being born “inside the house.” Both notions stress 
the need to safeguard ancestral lands (patrimony) 
from strangers, along with the rights of fi rst- 
comers to special privileges and protection versus 
later immigrants—legal or illegal (Ceuppens and 
Geschiere 2005).
 During the 1990s, autochthony became an issue 
in many parts of Africa, inspiring violent efforts to 
exclude “strangers”—especially in Francophone 
(French-speaking) areas, but spilling over into 
Anglophone (English-speaking) countries as well. 

La Paz, Bolivia, May 23, 2005: Bolivians claiming an Indian (indigenous) 

identity rally for indigenous rights and the nationalization of that country’s 

gas resources. In December 2005, Bolivians elected as their president Evo 

Morales, the candidate of the Indigenous Movement toward Socialism party. 

The party made further gains in 2006 parliamentary elections.
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THE CONTINUANCE 
OF DIVERSITY
Anthropology has a crucial role to play in pro-
moting a more humanistic vision of social change, 
one that respects the value of human biological 
and cultural diversity. The existence of anthropol-
ogy is itself a tribute to the continuing need to 
understand similarities and differences among 
human beings throughout the world. Anthropol-
ogy teaches us that the adaptive responses of hu-
mans can be more fl exible than those of other 
species because our main adaptive means are so-
ciocultural. However, the cultural forms, institu-
tions, values, and customs of the past always 
infl uence subsequent adaptation, producing con-
tinued diversity and giving a certain uniqueness 
to the actions and reactions of different groups. 
With our knowledge and our awareness of our 
professional responsibilities, let us work to keep 
anthropology, the study of humankind, the most 
humanistic of all the sciences.

multiple ways of being indigenous. Neither speak-
ing an indigenous language nor wearing “native” 
clothing is required. Identities are asserted at par-
ticular times and places by particular individuals 
and groups, and after various kinds of negotia-
tions. Indigenous identity coexists with, and must 

be managed in the context of, other identity 
components, including religion, race, and 

gender. Identities always must be seen 
as (1) potentially plural, (2) emerg-

ing through a specifi c process, and 
(3) ways of being someone or 

something in particular times 
and places (Jackson and War-
ren 2005).

No social movement exists 
apart from the nation that 
 includes it. Nor is any con-
temporary nation isolated 
from the world system, glo-
balization, and transnational 
organization.

Acing the 
COURSE

1.  Fueling global warming are human population 
growth and use of fossil fuels, which produce 
greenhouse gases. The atmospheric concentration 
of those gases has increased since the Industrial 
Revolution, and especially since 1978. Climate 
change encompasses global warming along with 
changing sea levels, precipitation, storms, and 
ecosystem effects. Coastal communities can an-
ticipate increased fl ooding and more severe 
storms and surges. Greenhouse gases can remain 
in the atmosphere for centuries. Political will is 
needed to curb emissions now.

2.  Anthropology always has been concerned with 
how environmental forces infl uence humans and 
how human activities affect the biosphere. Many 
indigenous groups did a reasonable job of preserv-
ing their ecosystems. An ethnoecology is any 
 society’s set of environmental practices and percep-
tions—that is, its cultural model of the environment 
in relation to people and society. Indigenous ethno-
ecologies increasingly are being challenged by 
global forces that work to exploit and degrade—
and that sometimes aim to protect—the envi-
ronment. The challenge for applied ecological 
anthropology is to devise culturally appropriate 
strategies for conservation in the face of unrelent-
ing population growth and commercial expansion.

3.  Deforestation is a major factor in the loss of global 
biodiversity. The global scenarios of deforestation 
include demographic pressure (from births or im-
migration) on subsistence economies, commercial 
logging, road building, cash cropping, fuel wood 
needs associated with urban expansion, and 
clearing and burning associated with livestock 
and grazing. The fact that forest loss has several 
causes has a policy implication: Different defores-
tation scenarios require different conservation 
strategies. Applied anthropologists must work to 
make “good for the globe” good for the people.

4.  One role for today’s environmental anthropologist 
is to assess the extent and nature of risk perception 
in various groups and to harness that awareness to 
combat environmental degradation. Risk percep-
tion tends to be greatest in places and among 
groups that are most directly infl uenced by the me-
dia and by environmentalism, rather than among 
those who are most endangered. It may be possible 
to tap concerns raised by recent weather events to 
spur actions to combat destructive climate change.

5.  Different degrees of destruction, domination, re-
sistance, survival, and modifi cation of native cul-
tures may follow interethnic contact. This may 
lead to a tribe’s cultural collapse (ethnocide) or its 

Summary
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age multiple social identities depending on place 
and context. New kinds of political and ethnic units 
are emerging as others break down or disappear.

8.  The term and concept indigenous people has gained 
legitimacy within international law. Govern-
ments, NGOs, and international agencies have 
adopted policies designed to recognize and ben-
efi t indigenous peoples. Social movements world-
wide have adopted this term as a self-identifying 
and political label based on past oppression but 
now signaling a search for social, cultural, and 
political rights.

9.  In Latin America, emphasis has shifted from bio-
logical and cultural assimilation to identities that 
value difference. Several national constitutions 
now recognize the rights of indigenous peoples. 
Transnational organizations have helped indige-
nous peoples infl uence national legislative agen-
das. Recent use of the notion of autochthony (being 
native to, or formed in, the place where found) 
includes a call to exclude strangers, such as recent 
and illegal immigrants. Identity is a fl uid, dy-
namic process, and there are multiple ways of be-
ing indigenous. No social movement exists apart 
from the nation and world that include it.

physical extinction (genocide). Cultural imperial-
ism refers to the spread of one culture and its im-
position on other cultures, which it modifi es, 
replaces, or destroys—usually because of differ-
ential economic or political infl uence. Some worry 
that modern technology, including the mass me-
dia, is destroying traditional cultures. But others 
see an important role for new technology in al-
lowing local cultures to express themselves.

6.  When forces from global centers enter new soci-
eties, they are indigenized. Like print, the elec-
tronic mass media can help diffuse a national 
culture within its own boundaries. The media 
also play a role in preserving ethnic and national 
identities among people who lead transnational 
lives. Business, technology, and the media have 
increased the craving for commodities and im-
ages throughout the world, creating a global cul-
ture of consumption.

7.  People travel more than ever. But migrants also 
maintain ties with home, so they live multilocally. 
With so many people “in motion,” the unit of an-
thropological study expands from the local com-
munity to the diaspora. Postmodernity describes this 
world in fl ux, such people on the move who man-

climate change 369
cultural imperialism 379
diaspora 383
ecological anthropology 373
essentialism 387
ethnoecology 373

greenhouse effect 369
indigenized 381
postmodern 383
postmodernism 383
postmodernity 383
westernization 378

Key Terms

MULTIPLE CHOICE

 1. Scientifi c measurements confi rm that global 
warming is not due to increased solar radiation. 
The causes are mainly anthropogenic. This 
means that
a. they are caused by humans and their 

activities.
b. they are indigenized.
c. they affect the lives of humans but are 

caused by normal climate fl uctuations.
d. they are social constructions that politi-

cians and scientists produce to create fear 
among the general public and justify their 
salaries.

e. they are a natural result of 5 million years 
of human evolution.

 2. All of the following are true about the green-
house effect except:
a. Without greenhouse gases—water vapor, 

carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, 
 halocarbons, and ozone—life as we know it 
wouldn’t exist.

b. It is a natural phenomenon that keeps the 
Earth’s surface warm.

c. Greenhouse gases can remain in the atmo-
sphere for decades, centuries, or longer.

d. Because it is a natural phenomenon, any in-
crease in the production of greenhouse gases 
will be solved by nature’s own balancing 
mechanisms, always preserving life on Earth.

e. Today, the atmospheric concentration of 
greenhouse gases has reached its highest 
level in 400,000 years.

 3. Environmental anthropology
a. is concerned with ethnoecology—that is, 

an indigenous society’s set of environmen-
tal practices and perceptions and how they 
deviate from the truth that only scientists 
have discovered about nature.

b. focuses on how indigenous ecologies are 
increasingly incorporated into the environ-
mental policies of nation-states.

c. attempts not only to understand but also to 
fi nd solutions to environmental problems.

d. supports agricultural development projects 
that help educate people on how to in-
crease mechanized farming and nuclear 
family ownership.

Test 
Yourself!
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 7. Which of the following statements about televi-
sion is true?
a. Studies show that people reject its 

 messages without much processing or 
reinterpretation.

b. It is especially favored by the French be-
cause of its role in promoting and exposing 
the French to other cultures.

c. It plays a role in allowing people to express 
themselves and in disseminating local 
cultures.

d. It is more popular in urban than in rural 
areas.

e. It plays no “top-down” role.

 8. What term does Arjun Appadurai (1990) use to 
describe the linkages in the modern world that 
have both enlarged and erased old boundaries 
and distinctions?
a. postmodern
b. ethnocentric
c. translocal
d. essentialized
e. diasporic

 9. What is the term for our contemporary world 
in fl ux, with people on the move, in which es-
tablished groups, boundaries, identities, con-
trasts, and standards are reaching out and 
breaking down?
a. postmodernism
b. diaspora
c. hegemony
d. postmodernity
e. globalization

10. In Latin America, the drive by indigenous peo-
ples for self-identifi cation has emphasized all of 
the following except
a. their cultural distinctiveness.
b. political reforms involving a restructuring 

of the state.
c. territorial rights and access to natural re-

sources, including control over economic 
development.

d. reforms of military and police powers over 
indigenous peoples.

e. their autochthony, with an implicit call 
for excluding strangers from their 
communities.

e. emerged in the 1950s but since the 1970s its 
popularity has waned because environmen-
tal problems have become too complex to 
study from an anthropological perspective.

 4. One role for today’s environmental anthropolo-
gists is to assess the extent and nature of risk 
perception in various groups and to harness 
that awareness to combat environmental degra-
dation. Paradoxically,
a. risk perception may be more developed in 

groups that are less endangered objectively.
b. the mass media have little to do with risk 

perception.
c. risk perception has no effect on actions that 

can reduce threats to the environment.
d. the rise of the Internet and cable/satellite 

TV has accentuated the distinction between 
the global, the national, and the local, mak-
ing it easier for environmental anthropolo-
gists to study risk perception.

e. risk perception translates directly into 
concrete actions to help reduce this source 
of risk.

 5. Which of the following statements about envi-
ronmentalism is not true?
a. Brazilians complain that First World mor-

alists preach about global needs and sav-
ing the Amazon after having destroyed 
their own forests for First World economic 
growth.

b. It began in the Third World in response to 
the destruction of tropical forests.

c. Much of the non-Western world sees West-
ern ecological morality as yet another im-
perialist message.

d. Often it is an intervention philosophy.
e. Its advocates can be as ethnocentric as are 

advocates of development.

 6. When forces from world centers enter new soci-
eties, they are often modifi ed to fi t the local cul-
ture. Which of the following terms refers to this 
process?
a. texting
b. forced acculturation
c. essentialization
d. selective modifi cation
e. indigenization

FILL IN THE BLANK

1. Scientists prefer the term  to global warming. The former term points out that, beyond rising 
 temperature, there have been changes in sea levels, precipitation, storms, and ecosystem effects.

2. An  is any society’s set of environmental practices and perceptions—that is, its cultural model of 
the environment and its relation to people and society.

3.  refers to changes that result when groups come into continuous fi rsthand contact. , 
however, can occur without fi rsthand contact.
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Additional 
Readings

4.  refers to the rapid spread or advance of one culture at the expense of others, or its imposition on 
other cultures.

5. With so many people “in motion,” in today’s world, the unit of anthropological study expands from the 
local community to the —the offspring of an area who have spread to many lands.

Internet 
Exercises

Go to our Online Learning Center website at www.mhhe.com/kottak for Internet 
exercises directly related to the content of this chapter.

Multiple Choice: 1. (A); 2. (D); 3. (C); 4. (A); 5. (B); 6. (E); 7. (C); 8. (C); 9. (D); 10. (E); Fill in the Blank: 1. climate change; 2. ethnoecology; 
3. Acculturation, Diffusion; 4. Cultural imperialism; 5. diaspora

CRITICAL THINKING

1. What does it mean to apply an anthropological perspective to contemporary global issues? Can you come 
up with an anthropological research question that investigates such issues? Imagine you had a year (and 
the money!) to carry out this project. How would you spend your time and your resources?

2. The topic of global climate change has been hotly debated during the last few years. Why is there so 
much debate? Are you concerned with global climate change? Do you think everyone on the planet 
should be equally concerned and share the responsibility of doing something about it? Why or why not?

3. Consider majority and minority rights in the context of contemporary events involving religion, politics, 
and law. Should religion be an ascribed or an achieved status? Should someone in a Muslim nation be al-
lowed to convert to a different religion? Why? In your country, how much infl uence should majority and 
minority religions be allowed to have on politics and the law?

4. Do you now live, or have you ever lived, multilocally? How so?

5. What term do anthropologists use to describe the view that identities have developed historically as in-
nate and unchanging? We know, however, that identities are not fi xed; they are fl uid and multiple. What 
does this mean? What implications does this have for understanding indigenous political movements?
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acculturation The exchange of cultural features that results 
when groups come into continuous fi rsthand contact; the 
cultural patterns of either or both groups may be changed, 
but the groups remain distinct.

achieved status Social status that comes through talents, 
choices, actions, and accomplishments, rather than 
ascription.

adaptive strategy Means of making a living; productive 
system.

aesthetics Appreciation of the qualities perceived in 
works of art; the mind and emotions in relation to a sense 
of beauty.

affi nals Relatives by marriage, whether of lineals (e.g., 
son’s wife) or collaterals (e.g., sister’s husband).

agency The actions of individuals, alone and in groups, 
that create and transform culture.

age set Group uniting all men or women born during a 
certain time span; this group controls property and often 
has political and military functions.

agriculture Nonindustrial systems of plant cultivation 
characterized by continuous and intensive use of land 
and labor.

ambilineal Principle of descent that does not automatically 
exclude the children of either sons or daughters.

animism Belief in souls or doubles.

anthropology The study of the human species and its 
immediate ancestors.

anthropology and education Anthropological research 
in classrooms, homes, and neighborhoods, viewing 
 students as total cultural creatures whose enculturation 
and  attitudes toward education belong to a larger context 
that includes family, peers, and society.

antimodernism The rejection of the modern in favor of 
what is perceived as an earlier, purer, and better way 
of life.

applied anthropology The application of anthropological 
data, perspectives, theory, and methods to identify, assess, 
and solve contemporary social problems.

archaeological anthropology The study of human behavior 
and cultural patterns and processes through the culture’s 
material remains.

art An object or event that evokes an aesthetic reaction—a 
sense of beauty, appreciation, harmony, and/or pleasure; 
the quality, production, expression, or realm of what is 
beautiful or of more than ordinary signifi cance; the class 
of objects subject to aesthetic criteria.

arts The arts include the visual arts, literature (written and 
oral), music, and theater arts.

ascribed status Social status (e.g., race or gender) that 
people have little or no choice about occupying.

assimilation The process of change that a minority group 
may experience when it moves to a country where an-
other culture dominates; the minority is incorporated into 
the dominant culture to the point that it no longer exists 
as a separate cultural unit.

association An observed relationship between two or 
more variables.

balanced reciprocity See generalized reciprocity.

band Basic unit of social organization among foragers. A 
band includes fewer than 100 people; it often splits up 
seasonally.

bifurcate collateral kinship terminology Kinship termi-
nology employing separate terms for M, F, MB, MZ, FB, 
and FZ.

bifurcate merging kinship terminology Kinship termi-
nology in which M and MZ are called by the same term, 
F and FB are called by the same term, and MB and FZ are 
called by different terms.

big man Regional fi gure found among tribal horticultural-
ists and pastoralists. The big man occupies no offi ce but 
creates his reputation through entrepreneurship and gen-
erosity to others. Neither his wealth nor his position 
passes to his heirs.

bilateral kinship calculation A system in which kinship 
ties are calculated equally through both sexes: mother and 
father, sister and brother, daughter and son, and so on.

biocultural Referring to the inclusion and combination (to 
solve a common problem) of both biological and cultural 
approaches—one of anthropology’s hallmarks.

biological anthropology The study of human biological 
variation in time and space; includes evolution, genetics, 
growth and development, and primatology.

Black English Vernacular (BEV) A rule-governed dialect 
of American English with roots in Southern English. BEV 
is spoken by African-American youth and by many adults 
in their casual, intimate speech.

bourgeoisie One of Marx’s opposed classes; owners of the 
means of production (factories, mines, large farms, and 
other sources of subsistence).

bridewealth See progeny price.

call systems Systems of communication among non-
human primates, composed of a limited number of 
sounds that vary in intensity and duration. Tied to envi-
ronmental stimuli.

capital Wealth or resources invested in business, with the 
intent of producing a profi t.

GLOSSARY

Audible pronunciations for many of the following terms are provided in the electronic Glossary on the Online Learning 
Center at www.mhhe.com/kottak.
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cultural colonialism Internal domination by one group 
and its culture or ideology over others.

cultural consultants Subjects in ethnographic research; 
people the ethnographer gets to know in the fi eld, who 
teach him or her about their culture.

cultural imperialism The rapid spread or advance of one 
culture at the expense of others, or its imposition on other 
cultures, which it modifi es, replaces, or destroys—usually 
because of differential economic or political infl uence.

cultural materialism Idea (Harris) that cultural infrastruc-
ture determines structure and superstructure.

cultural relativism The position that the values and 
 standards of cultures differ and deserve respect. Anthro-
pology is characterized by methodological rather than 
moral relativism: In order to understand another culture 
fully, anthropologists try to understand its members’ 
 beliefs and motivations. Methodological relativism 
does not preclude making moral judgments or taking 
action.

cultural resource management (CRM) The branch of 
 applied archaeology aimed at preserving sites threatened 
by dams, highways, and other projects.

cultural rights Doctrine that certain rights are vested in 
identifi able groups, such as religious and ethnic minorities 
and indigenous societies. Cultural rights include a group’s 
ability to preserve its culture, to raise its children in the 
ways of its forebears, to continue its language, and not to 
be deprived of its economic base by the nation-state in 
which it is located.

cultural transmission A basic feature of language; trans-
mission through learning.

culture Distinctly human; transmitted through learning; 
traditions and customs that govern behavior and beliefs.

curer Specialized role acquired through a culturally ap-
propriate process of selection, training, certifi cation, and 
acquisition of a professional image; the curer is consulted 
by patients, who believe in his or her special powers, and 
receives some form of special consideration; a cultural 
universal.

daughter languages Languages developing out of the 
same parent language; for example, French and Spanish 
are daughter languages of Latin.

descent Rule assigning social identity on the basis of some 
aspect of one’s ancestry.

descent group A permanent social unit whose members 
claim common ancestry; fundamental to tribal society.

development anthropology The branch of applied anthro-
pology that focuses on social issues in, and the cultural 
 dimension of, economic development.

diachronic (Studying societies) across time.

diaspora The offspring of an area who have spread to 
many lands.

differential access Unequal access to resources; basic attri-
bute of chiefdoms and states. Superordinates have favored 
access to such resources, while the access of subordinates is 
limited by superordinates.

diffusion Borrowing of cultural traits between societies, 
either directly or through intermediaries.

capitalist world economy The single world system, which 
emerged in the 16th century, committed to production for 
sale, with the object of maximizing profi ts rather than sup-
plying domestic needs.

cargo cults Postcolonial, acculturative religious movements, 
common in Melanesia, that attempt to explain European 
domination and wealth and to achieve similar success 
magically by mimicking European behavior.

catharsis Intense emotional release.

chiefdom Form of sociopolitical organization intermediate 
between the tribe and the state; kin-based with differential 
access to resources and a permanent political structure.

clan Unilineal descent group based on stipulated descent.

climate change Global warming plus changing sea levels, 
precipitation, storms, and ecosystem effects.

collateral relative A genealogical relative who is not in 
ego’s direct line, such as B, Z, FB, or MZ.

colonialism The political, social, economic, and cultural 
domination of a territory and its people by a foreign 
power for an extended time.

communal religions In Wallace’s typology, these religions 
have, in addition to shamanic cults, communal cults in 
which people organize community rituals such as harvest 
ceremonies and rites of passage.

Communism Spelled with an uppercase C, a political 
movement and doctrine seeking to overthrow capitalism 
and to establish a form of communism such as that which 
prevailed in the Soviet Union from 1917 to 1991.

communism Spelled with a lowercase c, describes a social 
system in which property is owned by the community 
and in which people work for the common good.

communitas Intense community spirit, a feeling of great 
social solidarity, equality, and togetherness; characteristic 
of people experiencing liminality together.

complex societies Nations; large and populous, with social 
stratifi cation and central governments.

confi gurationalism View of culture as integrated and 
patterned.

confl ict resolution Means of settling disputes.

core Dominant structural position in the world system; 
consists of the strongest and most powerful states with 
advanced systems of production.

core values Key, basic, or central values that integrate a 
culture and help distinguish it from others.

correlation An association between two or more variables 
such that when one changes (varies), the other(s) also 
change(s) (co-varies); for example, temperature and 
sweating.

cosmology A system, often religious, for imagining and 
 understanding the universe.

cross cousins Children of a brother and a sister.

cultivation continuum A continuum based on the compar-
ative study of nonindustrial cultivating societies in which 
labor intensity increases and fallowing decreases.

cultural anthropology The study of human society and 
culture; describes, analyzes, interprets, and explains social 
and cultural similarities and differences.
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etic The research strategy that emphasizes the ethnogra-
pher’s rather than the locals’ explanations, categories, and 
criteria of signifi cance.

exogamy Rule requiring people to marry outside their 
own group.

expressive culture The arts; people express themselves cre-
atively in dance, music, song, painting, sculpture, pottery, 
cloth, storytelling, verse, prose, drama, and comedy.

extended family household Expanded household includ-
ing three or more generations.

extradomestic Outside the home; within or pertaining to 
the public domain.

family of orientation Nuclear family in which one is born 
and grows up.

family of procreation Nuclear family established when 
one marries and has children.

fi scal Pertaining to fi nances and taxation.

focal vocabulary A set of words and distinctions that are 
particularly important to certain groups (those with par-
ticular foci of experience or activity), such as types of 
snow to Eskimos or skiers.

folk Of the people; originally coined for European peas-
ants; refers to the art, music, and lore of ordinary people, 
as contrasted with the “high” art or “classic” art of the 
 European elites.

food production Cultivation of plants and domestication 
(stockbreeding) of animals; fi rst developed 10,000 to 
12,000 years ago.

functional explanation Explanation that establishes a 
 correlation or interrelationship between social customs. 
When customs are functionally interrelated, if one 
changes, the others also change.

functionalism Approach focusing on the role (function) of 
sociocultural practices in social systems.

fundamentalism Describes antimodernist movements in 
various religions. Fundamentalists assert an identity sepa-
rate from the larger religious group from which they 
arose; they advocate strict fi delity to the “true” religious 
principles on which the larger religion was founded.

gender roles The tasks and activities that a culture assigns 
to each sex.

gender stereotypes Oversimplifi ed but strongly held 
ideas about the characteristics of males and females.

gender stratifi cation Unequal distribution of rewards 
 (socially valued resources, power, prestige, and personal 
freedom) between men and women, refl ecting their differ-
ent positions in a social hierarchy.

genealogical method Procedures by which ethnographers 
discover and record connections of kinship, descent, and 
marriage, using diagrams and symbols.

general anthropology The fi eld of anthropology as a 
whole, consisting of cultural, archaeological, biological, 
and linguistic anthropology.

generality Culture pattern or trait that exists in some but 
not all societies.

generalized reciprocity Principle that characterizes 
 exchanges between closely related individuals. As social 

diglossia The existence of “high” (formal) and “low” 
(informal, familial) dialects of a single language, such as 
German.

discrimination Policies and practices that harm a group 
and its members.

disease A scientifi cally identifi ed health threat caused by a 
bacterium, virus, fungus, parasite, or other pathogen.

displacement A basic feature of language; the ability to 
speak of things and events that are not present.

domestic–public dichotomy Contrast between women’s 
role in the home and men’s role in public life, with a 
 corresponding social devaluation of women’s work and 
worth.

dowry A marital exchange in which the wife’s group 
 provides substantial gifts to the husband’s family.

ecological anthropology Study of cultural adaptations to 
environments.

economizing The rational allocation of scarce means (or 
resources) to alternative ends (or uses); often considered 
the subject matter of economics.

economy A population’s system of production, distribution, 
and consumption of resources.

ego Latin for I. In kinship charts, the point from which 
one views an egocentric genealogy.

emic The research strategy that focuses on local explanations 
and criteria of signifi cance.

enculturation The social process by which culture is 
learned and transmitted across the generations.

endogamy Rule or practice of marriage between people of 
the same social group.

equity, increased A reduction in absolute poverty and a 
fairer (more even) distribution of wealth.

essentialism Viewing identities that have developed 
 historically as innate and unchanging.

ethnic group Group distinguished by cultural similarities 
(shared among members of that group) and differences 
(between that group and others); ethnic-group members 
share beliefs, customs, and norms and, often, a common 
language, religion, history, geography, and kinship.

ethnicity Identifi cation with, and feeling part of, an ethnic 
group and exclusion from certain other groups because of 
this affi liation.

ethnocentrism The tendency to view one’s own culture as 
best and to judge the behavior and beliefs of culturally 
different people by one’s own standards.

ethnocide Destruction of cultures of certain ethnic groups.

ethnoecology Any society’s set of environmental practices 
and perceptions; its cultural model of the environment 
and its relation to people and society.

ethnography Field work in a particular culture.

ethnology Crosscultural comparison; the comparative 
study of ethnographic data, society, and culture.

ethnomusicology The comparative study of the musics of 
the world and of music as an aspect of culture and society.

ethnosemantics The study of lexical (vocabulary) contrasts 
and classifi cations in various languages.
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illness A condition of poor health perceived or felt by an 
individual.

imperialism A policy of extending the rule of a nation 
or empire over foreign nations or of taking and holding 
foreign colonies.

incest Forbidden sexual relations with a close relative.

income Earnings from wages and salaries.

independent invention Development of the same cultural 
trait or pattern in separate cultures as a result of compara-
ble needs, circumstances, and solutions.

indigenized Modifi ed to fi t the local culture.

indigenous peoples The original inhabitants of particular 
territories; often descendants of tribespeople who live on 
as culturally distinct colonized peoples, many of whom 
aspire to autonomy.

Industrial Revolution The historic transformation (in 
 Europe, after 1750) of “traditional” into “modern” 
 societies through industrialization of the economy.

international culture Cultural traditions that extend beyond 
national boundaries.

interpretive anthropology (Geertz) The study of a culture 
as a system of meaning.

intervention philosophy Guiding principle of colonial-
ism, conquest, missionization, or development; an ideo-
logical justifi cation for outsiders to guide native peoples 
in specifi c directions.

interview schedule Ethnographic tool for structuring a 
formal interview. A prepared form (usually printed or 
mimeographed) that guides interviews with households 
or individuals being compared systematically. Contrasts 
with a questionnaire because the researcher has personal 
contact with the local people and records their answers.

IPR Intellectual property rights, consisting of each society’s 
cultural base—its core beliefs and principles. IPR are 
claimed as a group right—a cultural right—allowing 
 indigenous groups to control who may know and use 
their collective knowledge and its applications.

key cultural consultant Person who is an expert on a 
 particular aspect of local life.

kinesics The study of communication through body 
movements, stances, gestures, and facial expressions.

kinship calculation The system by which people in a 
 particular society reckon kin relationships.

language Human beings’ primary means of communica-
tion; may be spoken or written; features productivity and 
displacement and is culturally transmitted.

law A legal code, including trial and enforcement; charac-
teristic of state-organized societies.

leveling mechanism A custom or social action that oper-
ates to reduce differences in wealth and thus to bring 
standouts in line with community norms.

levirate Custom by which a widow marries the brother of 
her deceased husband.

lexicon Vocabulary; a dictionary containing all the mor-
phemes in a language and their meanings.

life history Of a key consultant or narrator; provides a per-
sonal cultural portrait of existence or change in a culture.

distance increases, reciprocity becomes balanced and 
fi nally negative.

generational kinship terminology Kinship terminology 
with only two terms for the parental generation, one des-
ignating M, MZ, and FZ and the other designating F, FB, 
and MB.

genitor Biological father of a child.

genocide Deliberate elimination of a group through mass 
murder.

globalization The accelerating interdependence of nations 
in a world system linked economically and through mass 
media and modern transportation systems.

greenhouse effect Warming from trapped atmospheric 
gases.

head, village A local leader in a tribal society who has 
limited authority, leads by example and persuasion, and 
must be generous.

health-care systems Beliefs, customs, and specialists con-
cerned with ensuring health and preventing and curing 
illness; a cultural universal.

hegemony As used by Antonio Gramsci, a stratifi ed social 
order in which subordinates comply with domination by 
internalizing its values and accepting its “naturalness.”

hidden transcript As used by James Scott, the critique of 
power by the oppressed that goes on offstage—in private—
where the power holders can’t see it.

historical linguistics Subdivision of linguistics that studies 
languages over time.

historical particularism Idea (Boas) that histories are not 
comparable; diverse paths can lead to the same cultural 
result.

holistic Interested in the whole of the human condition: 
past, present, and future; biology, society, language, and 
culture.

hominid A member of the taxonomic family that includes 
humans and the African apes and their immediate 
ancestors.

hominin A member of the human lineage after its split 
from ancestral chimps; the term hominin is used to 
 describe all the human species that ever have existed, 
 including the extinct ones, and excluding chimps and 
gorillas.

honorifi c A term, such as “Mr.” or “Lord,” used with peo-
ple, often by being added to their names, to “honor” them.

horticulture Nonindustrial system of plant cultivation in 
which plots lie fallow for varying lengths of time.

human rights Doctrine that invokes a realm of justice and 
morality beyond and superior to particular countries, cul-
tures, and religions. Human rights, usually seen as vested 
in individuals, would include the right to speak freely, to 
hold religious beliefs without persecution, and not to be 
murdered, injured, enslaved, or imprisoned without 
charge.

hypodescent Rule that automatically places the children 
of a union or mating between members of different socio-
economic groups in the less privileged group.

hypothesis A suggested but as yet unverifi ed explanation.
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 territory, ancestry, and kinship; now usually a synonym 
for state or nation-state.

national culture Cultural experiences, beliefs, learned 
 behavior patterns, and values shared by citizens of the 
same nation.

nationalities Ethnic groups that once had, or wish to have 
or regain, autonomous political status (their own country).

nation-state An autonomous political entity; a country 
like the United States or Canada.

negative reciprocity See generalized reciprocity.

neoliberalism Revival of Adam Smith’s classic economic 
liberalism, the idea that governments should not regulate 
private enterprise and that free-market forces should rule; 
a currently dominant intervention philosophy.

neolocality Postmarital residence pattern in which a cou-
ple establishes a new place of residence rather than living 
with or near either set of parents.

nomadism, pastoral Movement throughout the year by 
the whole pastoral group (men, women, and children) 
with their animals; more generally, such constant move-
ment in pursuit of strategic resources.

offi ce Permanent political position.

Olympian religions In Wallace’s typology, develop with 
state organization; have full-time religious specialists—
professional priesthoods.

overinnovation Characteristic of projects that require 
 major changes in natives’ daily lives, especially ones that 
interfere with customary subsistence pursuits.

parallel cousins Children of two brothers or two sisters.

particularity Distinctive or unique culture trait, pattern, or 
integration.

pastoralists People who use a food-producing strategy of 
adaptation based on care of herds of domesticated 
animals.

pater Socially recognized father of a child; not necessarily 
the genitor.

patriarchy Political system ruled by men in which women 
have inferior social and political status, including basic 
human rights.

patrilineal descent Unilineal descent rule in which people 
join the father’s group automatically at birth and stay 
members throughout life.

patrilineal-patrilocal complex An interrelated constella-
tion of patrilineality, patrilocality, warfare, and male 
supremacy.

patrilocality Customary residence with the husband’s 
 relatives after marriage, so that children grow up in their 
father’s community.

peasant Small-scale agriculturalist living in a state with 
rent fund obligations.

periphery Weakest structural position in the world 
system.

phenotype An organism’s evident traits, its “manifest 
biology”—anatomy and physiology.

phoneme Signifi cant sound contrast in a language that 
serves to distinguish meaning, as in minimal pairs.

liminality The critically important marginal or in-between 
phase of a rite of passage.

lineage Unilineal descent group based on demonstrated 
descent.

lineal kinship terminology Parental generation kin termi-
nology with four terms: one for M, one for F, one for FB 
and MB, and one for MZ and FZ.

lineal relative Any of ego’s ancestors or descendants (e.g., 
parents, grandparents, children, grandchildren) on the 
 direct line of descent that leads to and from ego.

linguistic anthropology The descriptive, comparative, 
and historical study of language and of linguistic similari-
ties and differences in time, space, and society.

longitudinal research Long-term study of a community, 
region, society, culture, or other unit, usually based on 
 repeated visits.

magic Use of supernatural techniques to accomplish specifi c 
aims.

mana Sacred impersonal force in Melanesian and Polyne-
sian religions.

market principle Profi t-oriented principle of exchange 
that dominates in states, particularly industrial states. 
Goods and services are bought and sold, and values are 
determined by supply and demand.

mater Socially recognized mother of a child.

matrifocal Mother-centered; often refers to a household 
with no resident husband-father.

matrilineal descent Unilineal descent rule in which people 
join the mother’s group automatically at birth and stay 
members throughout life.

matrilocality Customary residence with the wife’s rela-
tives after marriage, so that children grow up in their 
mother’s community.

means (or factors) of production Land, labor, technology, 
and capital—major productive resources.

medical anthropology Unites biological and cultural 
 anthropologists in the study of disease, health problems, 
health-care systems, and theories about illness in different 
cultures and ethnic groups.

mode of production Way of organizing production—a set 
of social relations through which labor is deployed to wrest 
 energy from nature by means of tools, skills, and knowledge.

monotheism Worship of an eternal, omniscient, omnipo-
tent, and omnipresent supreme being.

morphology The study of form; used in linguistics (the 
study of morphemes and word construction) and for form 
in general—for example, biomorphology relates to physical 
form.

multiculturalism The view of cultural diversity in a 
 country as something good and desirable; a multicultural 
society socializes individuals not only into the dominant 
(national) culture but also into an ethnic culture.

mutation Change in the DNA molecules of which genes 
and chromosomes are built.

m.y.a. Million years ago.

nation Once a synonym for “ethnic group,” designating 
a single culture sharing a language, religion, history, 
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questionnaire Form (usually printed) used by sociologists 
to obtain comparable information from respondents. Often 
mailed to and fi lled in by research subjects rather than by 
the researcher.

race An ethnic group assumed to have a biological basis.

racial classifi cation Assigning organisms to categories 
(purportedly) based on common ancestry.

racism Discrimination against an ethnic group assumed to 
have a biological basis.

random sample A sample in which all members of the 
population have an equal statistical chance of being 
included.

reciprocity One of the three principles of exchange; governs 
exchange between social equals; major exchange mode in 
band and tribal societies.

reciprocity continuum Runs from generalized (closely 
 related/deferred return) to negative (strangers/immediate 
return) reciprocity.

redistribution Major exchange mode of chiefdoms, many 
archaic states, and some states with managed economies.

refugees People who have been forced (involuntary 
 refugees) or who have chosen (voluntary refugees) to 
fl ee a country, to escape persecution or war.

religion Belief and ritual concerned with supernatural 
 beings, powers, and forces.

revitalization movements Movements that occur in times 
of change, in which religious leaders emerge and under-
take to alter or revitalize a society.

rites of passage Culturally defi ned activities associated 
with the transition from one place or stage of life to 
another.

ritual Behavior that is formal, stylized, repetitive, and 
 stereotyped, performed earnestly as a social act; rituals are 
held at set times and places and have liturgical orders.

sample A smaller study group chosen to represent a larger 
population.

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis Theory that different languages 
produce different ways of thinking.

science A systematic fi eld of study or body of knowledge 
that aims, through experiment, observation, and deduction, 
to produce reliable explanations of phenomena, with 
 reference to the material and physical world.

scientifi c medicine As distinguished from Western medi-
cine, a health-care system based on scientifi c knowledge 
and procedures, encompassing such fi elds as pathology, 
microbiology, biochemistry, surgery, diagnostic technology, 
and applications.

semantics A language’s meaning system.

semiperiphery Structural position in the world system 
intermediate between core and periphery.

sexual dimorphism Marked differences in male and 
 female biology besides the contrasts in breasts and 
genitals.

sexual orientation A person’s habitual sexual attraction 
to, and activities with, persons of the opposite sex, 
 heterosexuality; the same sex, homosexuality; or both 
sexes, bisexuality.

phonemics The study of the sound contrasts (phonemes) 
of a particular language.

phonetics The study of speech sounds in general; what 
people actually say in various languages.

phonology The study of sounds used in speech.

physical anthropology See biological anthropology.

plural marriage Any marriage with more than two 
spouses, aka polygamy.

plural society A society that combines ethnic contrasts 
and economic interdependence of the ethnic groups.

political economy The web of interrelated economic and 
power relations in society.

polyandry Variety of plural marriage in which a woman 
has more than one husband.

polygyny Variety of plural marriage in which a man has 
more than one wife.

polytheism Belief in several deities who control aspects of 
nature.

postcolonial Referring to interactions between European 
nations and the societies they colonized (mainly after 
1800); more generally, “postcolonial” may be used to 
 signify a position against imperialism and Eurocentrism.

postmodern In its most general sense, describes the blurring 
and breakdown of established canons (rules, standards), 
 categories, distinctions, and boundaries.

postmodernism A style and movement in architecture 
that succeeded modernism. Compared with modernism, 
postmodernism is less geometric, less functional, less 
 austere, more playful, and more willing to include ele-
ments from diverse times and cultures; postmodern now 
describes comparable developments in music, literature, 
visual art, and anthropology.

postmodernity Condition of a world in fl ux, with people 
on the move, in which established groups, boundaries, 
identities, contrasts, and standards are reaching out and 
breaking down.

potlatch Competitive feast among Indians on the North 
Pacifi c Coast of North America.

power The ability to exercise one’s will over others—to do 
what one wants; the basis of political status.

prejudice Devaluing (looking down on) a group because 
of its assumed behavior, values, capabilities, attitudes, or 
other attributes.

prestige Esteem, respect, or approval for acts, deeds, or 
qualities considered exemplary.

productivity A basic feature of language; the ability to use 
the rules of one’s language to create new expressions com-
prehensible to other speakers.

progeny price A gift from the husband and his kin to the 
wife and her kin before, at, or after marriage; legitimizes 
children born to the woman as members of the husband’s 
descent group.

protolanguage Language ancestral to several daughter 
languages.

public transcript As used by James Scott, the open, public 
interactions between dominators and oppressed—the 
outer shell of power relations.
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synchronic (Studying societies) at one time.

syncretisms Cultural mixes, including religious blends, 
that emerge from acculturation—the exchange of cultural 
features when cultures come into continuous fi rsthand 
contact.

syntax The arrangement and order of words in phrases 
and sentences.

taboo Set apart as sacred and off-limits to ordinary people; 
prohibition backed by supernatural sanctions.

text Any cultural product that can be “read”—that is, 
 processed, interpreted, and assigned meaning by anyone 
(any “reader”) exposed to it.

theory A set of ideas formulated (by reasoning from 
known facts) to explain something. The main value of 
a theory is to promote new understanding. A theory 
 suggests patterns, connections, and relationships that may 
be confi rmed by new research.

transhumance One of two variants of pastoralism; part of 
the population moves seasonally with the herds while the 
other part remains in home villages.

tribe Form of sociopolitical organization usually based on 
horticulture or pastoralism. Socioeconomic stratifi cation 
and centralized rule are absent in tribes, and there is no 
means of enforcing political decisions.

underdifferentiation Planning fallacy of viewing less de-
veloped countries as an undifferentiated group; ignoring 
cultural diversity and adopting a uniform approach (often 
ethnocentric) for very different types of project 
benefi ciaries.

uniformitarianism Belief that explanations for past events 
should be sought in ordinary forces that continue to work 
today.

unilineal descent Matrilineal or patrilineal descent.

unilinear evolutionism Idea (19th century) of a single line 
or path of cultural development—a series of stages 
through which all societies must evolve.

universal Something that exists in every culture.

Upper Paleolithic Blade-tool-making traditions associated 
with early H. sapiens sapiens; named from their location in 
upper, or more recent, layers of sedimentary deposits.

urban anthropology Anthropological study of cities and 
urban life.

variables Attributes (e.g., sex, age, height, weight) that 
differ from one person or case to the next.

vertical mobility Upward or downward change in a 
 person’s social status.

wealth All a person’s material assets, including income, 
land, and other types of property; the basis of economic 
status.

westernization The acculturative infl uence of Western 
 expansion on native cultures.

working class, or proletariat Those who must sell their 
 labor to survive; the antithesis of the bourgeoisie in 
Marx’s class analysis.

world-system theory Idea that a discernible social system, 
based on wealth and power differentials, transcends 
 individual countries.

shaman A part-time religious practitioner who mediates 
between ordinary people and supernatural beings and 
forces.

slavery The most extreme, coereive, abusive, and inhu-
mane form of legalized inequality; people are treated as 
property.

social control Those fi elds of the social system (beliefs, 
practices, and institutions) that are most actively involved 
in the maintenance of norms and the regulation of confl ict.

sociolinguistics Study of relationships between social and 
linguistic variation; study of language (performance) in its 
social context.

sodality, pantribal A nonkin-based group that exists 
throughout a tribe, spanning several villages.

sororate Custom by which a widower marries the sister of 
his deceased wife.

state Sociopolitical organization based on central govern-
ment and socioeconomic stratifi cation—a division of society 
into classes.

state (nation-state) Complex sociopolitical system that 
 administers a territory and populace with substantial 
 contrasts in occupation, wealth, prestige, and power. An 
independent, centrally organized political unit; a govern-
ment. A form of social and political organization with a 
formal, central government and a division of society into 
classes.

status Any position that determines where someone fi ts in 
society; may be ascribed or achieved.

stereotypes Fixed ideas about what members of a group 
are like.

stratifi cation Characteristic of a system with socioeconomic 
strata—groups that contrast in regard to social  status and 
access to strategic resources. Each stratum  includes people 
of both sexes and all ages.

stratifi ed Class-structured; stratifi ed societies have marked 
differences in wealth, prestige, and power between social 
classes.

style shifts Variations in speech in different contexts.

subcultures Different cultural traditions associated with 
subgroups in the same complex society.

subgroups Languages within a taxonomy of related 
 languages that are most closely related.

subordinate The lower, or underprivileged, group in a 
stratifi ed system.

superordinate The upper, or privileged, group in a 
 stratifi ed system.

superorganic kroeber The special domain of culture, 
 beyond the organic and inorganic realms.

survey research Characteristic research procedure among 
social scientists other than anthropologists. Studies society 
through sampling, statistical analysis, and impersonal 
data collection.

symbol Something, verbal or nonverbal, that arbitrarily 
and by convention stands for something else, with which 
it has no necessary or natural connection.

symbolic anthropology The study of symbols in their 
 social and cultural context.
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Deforestation is a major environmental problem. In the tropics, large 
corporations clear forests seeking hardwoods for the global market 

in furniture and fine woods. As well, the agriculturally driven clearing 
of the great rain forests of the Amazon Basin, west and central Africa, 
Middle America, and Southeast Asia has drawn public attention. 
Reduced forest cover means the world’s vegetation system will absorb 
less carbon dioxide, resulting in global warming. Of concern, too, is the 
loss of biodiversity (large numbers of plants and animals), the destruc-
tion of soil systems, and disruptions in water supply that accompany 
clearing.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 1, “Annual Percent of World Forest Loss, 1990–2000.”

1. On what continents do you find stable or increased forest cover? 

2. Are there areas of Africa with stable or increased forest cover? Where 
are they? What might the reasons be for this lack of deforestation?

3. How does deforestation in India compare with the area to its east, 
which includes mainland and insular Southeast Asia?

MAP 1
Annual Percent 
of World Forest Loss, 
1990–2000
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More than 1.0%

0.5–0.9%

0.1–0.4%*

-0.4–0.0%*

Less than -0.4%

No data

Annual Percent of World Forest
Loss, 1990–2000

*Negative deforestation rates (in areas 
colored with either shade of green) 
indicate that the forest cover grew 
between 1990 and 2000 in those countries.

Source: The World Bank Group.
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The primate zoological order includes prosimians (lemurs, lorises, and 
tarsiers), monkeys, apes, and humans. Except for humans, contemporary 

primates live mainly in the tropics. As the map shows, primates used to have 
a wider distribution. Fossils of ancient primates have been found outside the 
tropics, including North America and Europe.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 2, “Major Primate Groups.”

1. On what continents are there nonhuman primates today? How does this 
differ from the past? What primate thrives today in North America?

2. What nonhuman primates live on the island of Madagascar? Are they 
monkeys or what? Where do other members of their suborder live?

3. On what continents can you find apes in the wild today? What continent 
that used to have apes lacks them today (except, of course, in zoos).

MAP 2
Major Primate Groups
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New World Monkeys (living)

Old World Monkeys (living)

Prosimians (living)

Apes (living)

Fossil only

Major Primate Groups
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MAP 3
Evolution of the Primates

Scientists trace modern primates, including humans, back to ancestral 
forms. Prosimians evolved earliest, perhaps by 60 million years ago. 

Their fossils have been found in North America, Europe, Asia, and 
Africa. Fossil sites with the ancestors of New World monkeys date back 
between 37 and 23 million years (to the Oligocene epoch). Old World 
monkeys and apes evolved at about the same time, but Old World mon-
keys spread into many parts of the Old World only in the last 5 million 
years. Apes lived in Africa, Europe, and Asia during the Miocene (23–5 
million years ago).

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 3, “Evolution of the Primates.”

1. What continent(s) had the first primates? What kinds of primates were 
those?

2. On what continent has the evolution of primates been most continu-
ous? Does this have implications for human evolution?

3. Which continent with several of the earliest primates has the fewest 
nonhuman primates today?

kot16988_mapatlas_439-475.indd Page 444  1/9/10  7:37:08 PM user-f472kot16988_mapatlas_439-475.indd Page 444  1/9/10  7:37:08 PM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



P

P

P

P

P

OM

OM

OM OM
OM

A

A

A

A

A

A AA

P

P

See Inset

0

0 100 200 Kilometers

100 200 Miles

UGANDA

KENYA

ETHIOPIA

TANZANIA

Lake
Victoria

Lake Turkana

Lake
Baringo

A

Eocene:  57–37 million years ago

Oligocene: 37–23 million years ago

Miocene: 23–5 million years ago

Old World monkeys

New World monkeys

Prosimians

Apes

Evolution of the Primates

OM

NM

P

A

kot16988_mapatlas_439-475.indd Page 445  1/9/10  7:37:12 PM user-f472kot16988_mapatlas_439-475.indd Page 445  1/9/10  7:37:12 PM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



567 4 13 2
Millions of years ago

Middle Awash

Lake Turkana

Hadar

Laetoli

South Africa

Olduvai

Koobi Fora

Tugen Hills

Lake Chad Basin

Australopithecus robustus

Australopithecus afarensis

Australopithecus afarensis

Australopithecus africanus

Australopithecus anamensis

Homo habilis

Australopithecus boisei

Australopithecus boisei

Homo habilis

Ardipithecus ramidus

Ardipithecus kadabba

Orrorin tugenensis

Sahelanthropus tchadensis

Australopithecus africanus

The earliest hominins, including the ancestors of modern humans, evolved in Africa around 6 million years ago. Many sites 
date to the late Miocene (8–5 million years ago) when the lines leading to modern humans, chimps, and gorillas may have 

separated. Some sites dating to the end of the Pliocene epoch (5–1.8 million years ago) contain fossil remains of human ances-
tors, Homo. During the Pleistocene Era(1.8 million–11,000 years ago), humans spread all over the world. Scholars don’t always 
agree on the evolutionary connections between the different fossils, as indicated in the question marks and broken lines on 
the time line.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 4, “Early Hominins (and Hominids): Origins and Diffusion.”

1. How many African countries have early hominin or hominid sites? Which countries contain sites of hominids that may not 
have been hominins? Name those two sites. How many African countries have sites from the Miocene? From the Pliocene? 
And from the Pleistocene?

2. Compare the African distribution of nonhuman primate fossils in Map 3 with the distribution of early hominins in Map 4. 
Which fossil record is better—the one for nonhuman primates or the one for hominins?

3. Compare the distribution of contemporary African apes, as shown in Map 2, with the distribution of early hominin sites in 
Map 4. Also look at the distribution of extinct African apes in Map 3. What patterns do you notice? Where did early hominins 
overlap with the African apes (extinct and contemporary)? Where were there apes but no known early hominins, and vice 
versa?

MAP 4
Early Hominins (and Hominids): 
Origins and Diffusion
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Early forms of Homo (H.) erectus, sometimes called H. ergaster, have 
been found in East Africa and the former Soviet Georgia. By 1.7 mil-

lion years ago, H. erectus had spread from Africa into Asia, including 
Indonesia, and eventually Europe. The H. erectus period may have lasted 
until 300,000 years ago. Other archaic forms of Homo, including fossils 
sometimes called H. antecessor and H. heidelbergensis, have been found in 
various parts of the Old World.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 5, “The Emergence of Modern Humans.” 

1. Locate the site of Dmanisi (Georgia). Locate the site of Nariokotome(East 
Turkana, Kenya). These are sites where similarly dated early remains 
of Homo erectus (or Homo ergaster) have been found. Find two addi-
tional sites where hominins with similar dates (1.8–1.6 m.y.a.) have 
been found.

2. Considering Africa and Asia, name five sites (other than Dmanisi and 
Nariokotome) where Homo erectus fossils have been found. 

3. Locate Heidelberg (Mauer) and Ceprano. What kinds of hominin 
 fossils have been found there?

MAP 5
The Emergence 
of Modern Humans
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hominid colonization
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Anatomically modern humans (AMHs), appeared earliest in Africa 
(at Herto?) and migrated into the rest of the Old World, perhaps 

around 130,000 years ago. Whether these early modern humans interbred 
with archaic humans, such as Neandertals, outside of Africa is still de-
bated. Sometime between 25,000 and 9,000 years ago, humans colonized 
the New World. 

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 6, “Origins and Distribution of Modern Humans.” 

1. When and from where was Australia first settled?

2. When and from where was North America first settled? How many 
migrations are shown as figuring in the settlement of North America? 
How were these migrations related to the glacial ice cover? Did they 
all follow the same route?

3. Locate three sites providing early evidence of AMHs in Africa. How 
do their dates compare with those of AMHs in Europe?

MAP 6
Origins and Distribution 
of Modern Humans
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MAP 7
The Distribution 
of Human Skin Color 
(Before C.E. 1400)

Human skin color varies. The pigmentation is caused by the presence of 
melanin in the skin, which protects the skin from damage due to ultra-

violet radiation. In areas with much UV radiation, people biologically 
adapted to their environments by increased melanin production.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 7, “The Distribution of Human Skin Color (Before c.e. 1400).”

1. Where are the Native Americans with the darkest skin color located? What 
factors help explain this distribution?

2. In both western and eastern hemispheres, is the lightest skin color found 
in the north or the south? Outside Asia, where do you find skin color clos-
est to northern Asian skin color? Is this surprising given what you have 
read about migrations and settlement history?

3. Where are skin colors darkest? How might you explain this distribution?
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MAP 8
The Origin and Spread of 
Food Production
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The Neolithic, or New Stone Age, refers to the period of early farming 
settlements when people who had been foragers shifted to food 

production. This pattern of subsistence was based on the domestication 
of plants and animals. Through domestication, people transformed 
plants and animals from their wild state to a form more useful to humans. 
The Neolithic began in the fertile crescent area of the Middle East over 
10,000 years ago. It spread to the Levant and Mediterranean, finally 
reaching Britain and Scandinavia around 5,000 years ago.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 8, “The Origin and Spread of Food Production.”

1. Considering the map and the timeline, name three regions where 
cattle were domesticated. Based on the timeline, what animals were 
domesticated in North America?

2. Did Ireland receive Middle Eastern domesticates? What is the origin 
of the “Irish potato,” or white potato (see the timeline), which became, 
much later, the caloric basis of Irish subsistence?

3. Besides cattle, what animals were domesticated more than once? 
Where were those areas of domestication?

t h
a
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e
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Archaic states developed in many parts of the Old World at different 
periods. The earliest civilizations, such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, and 

the Indus Valley, are generally placed at about 5500 b.p. States developed 
later in Asia, Africa, and the Americas (see Map 13).

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 9, “Ancient Civilizations of the Old World.”

1. What contemporary nations would you have to visit if you wanted to 
see all the places where ancient civilizations developed in the Old 
World? Would some countries be off limits for political reasons? How 
do you think such limitations have affected the archaeological re-
cord? 

2. Of the ancient states shown on Map 9, which developed latest? Why 
do you think the first states developed when and where they did?

3. In which of the ancient states shown on Map 9 were Middle Eastern 
domesticates basic to the economy? In which states shown on Map 9 
were other domesticates basic to the economy?

MAP 9
Ancient Civilizations 
of the Old World
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MAP 10
Ethnographic Study 
Sites Prior to 1950

The development of anthropology as a scientific discipline can be 
traced to the middle to late part of the 19th century. In cultural an-

thropology, ethnographic field work became usual and common during 
the early 20th century. American ethnographers turned to the study of 
Native Americans, while European anthropologists often studied people 
living in world areas, such as Africa, which had been conquered and/or 
colonized by the anthropologist’s nation of origin. 

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 10, “Ethnographic Study Sites Prior to 1950.”

1. Anthropology originated as the scientific study of nonwestern peo-
ples and cultures. Yet Map 10 shows that many anthropological 
studies conducted prior to 1950 were done in North America. What 
societies were being studied in North America? Were they considered 
western or nonwestern? What does this tell us about the concept of 
“western”?

2. How would you describe the range of ethnographic sites prior to 1950? 
Were some world areas being neglected, such as the Middle East or 
mainland Asia? What might be the reasons for such omissions?

3. Think about how changes in transportation and communication have 
affected the way anthropologists do their research. How might a list 
of contemporary ethnographic sites contrast with the distribution 
shown in Map 10. How has longitudinal research been affected by 
changes in transportation and communication?

kot16988_mapatlas_439-475.indd Page 458  1/9/10  7:38:42 PM user-f472kot16988_mapatlas_439-475.indd Page 458  1/9/10  7:38:42 PM user-f472 /Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MHSF174/kot16988/0078116988/kot16988_pagefiles



1

62

61
59

68

67

65 66

69

70

71
72

73

74

76

77–89

93

92

94
95

96

97
100

99

91
90

107

101

98
75

63

64

60

54

56
55

53
52

51
56

49
48

47 46
45

42
43

44
41

4039

58

57

North America
 1. Eastern Eskimo
 2. Central Eskimo
 3. Naskapi
 4. Iroquois
 5. Delaware
 6. Natchez
 7. Shawnee
 8. Kickapoo
 9. Sioux
 10. Crow
 11. Nez Percé
 12. Shoshone
 13. Paviotso
 14. Kwakiutl
 15. Tsimshian
 16. Haida
 17. Tlingit
 18. Navajo
 19. Hopi
 20. Zuñi
 21. Aztec
 22. Tzintzuntzan and   
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Ethnographic Study Sites Prior to 1950
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MAP 11
Major Families 
of World Languages 

Language, like religion, is an important identifying and distinguishing 
characteristic of culture. Knowing the distribution of the major world 

languages and language families helps us understand some of the rea-
sons behind important current events. In areas that have emerged from 
recent colonial rule, for example, the participants in conflicts over terri-
tory and power are often defined in terms of linguistic groups. Language 
distributions also help us understand our past by providing clues that 
enable us to chart the course of human migrations, as is suggested by the 
distribution of Indo-European, Austronesian, and Hamito-Semitic 
languages. 

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 11, “Major Families of World Languages.”

1. Name three language families or subfamilies that are spoken on more 
than one continent. How do you explain this distribution?

2. Where are the Austronesian languages spoken? How might one ex-
plain this distribution?

3. What language families are spoken on the African continent? Locate 
the Niger-Congo language family, of which the Bantu languages 
comprise a subfamily. 
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MAP 12
World Land Use, 
C.E. 1500

In the late 1400s there were a variety of self-sustaining economies in the 
world. Foragers hunted and gathered wild forms of animals and 

plants. Horticulturalists practiced a simple form of cultivation, using 
hoes or digging sticks as their basic tools. They sometimes cleared their 
land by burning, and then planted crops. Pastoralists herded animals as 
their basic subsistence pattern. A few state-level societies, such as the 
Mongols, had pastoralism as their economic base. Intensive agricultural-
ists based their subsistence economies on complicated irrigation systems 
and/or the plow and draft animals. Wheat and rice were two kinds of 
crops that supported large populations

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 12, “World Land Use, c.e. 1500.”

1. Name three continents with significant herding economies. On which 
continents was pastoralism absent?

2. How do the various types of agriculture vary among the continents? 
Which continent had the largest area under intensive cultivation? 
Which continent or continents had the least amount of intensive cul-
tivation?

3. What were the main uses of land in Europe when the European age 
of discovery and conquest began?
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When Europeans started exploring the world in the 15th through 17th 
centuries, they found complex political organizations in many places. 

Both chiefdoms and states are large-scale forms of political organization in 
which some people have privileged access to power, wealth, and prestige. 
Chiefdoms are kin-based societies in which redistribution is the major eco-
nomic pattern. States are organized in terms of socioeconomic classes, 
headed by a centralized government that is led by an elite. States include a 
full-time bureaucracy and specialized subsystems for such activities as mili-
tary action, taxation, and social control.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 13, “Organized States and Chiefdoms, c.e. 1500.”

1. Locate and name the states that existed in the Western Hemisphere in 
c.e. 1500. Compare Map 12, “World Land Use: c.e. 1500,” with Map13. 
Looking at the Western Hemisphere, can you detect a correlation between 
land use (and economy) and the existence of states? What’s the nature of 
that correlation? Does that correlation also characterize other parts of the 
world?

2. Locate three regions of the world where chiefdoms existed in c.e. 1500.
Compare Map 12, “World Land Use: c.e. 1500,” with Map 13. Can you 
detect a correlation between land use (and economy) and the existence of 
chiefdoms? What’s the nature of that correlation?

3. Some parts of the world lacked either chiefdoms or states in c.e. 1500.What 
are some of those areas? What kinds of political systems did they probably 
have? 

MAP 13
Organized States and 
Chiefdoms, C.E.1500
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Women in developed countries have made significant advances in socio-
economic status in recent years. In most of the world, however, females 

suffer from significant inequality when compared with their male counter-
parts. Although women can vote in most countries, in over 90 percent of those 
countries that right was granted only during the last 50 years. In most regions, 
literacy rates for women still fall far short of those for men. In Africa and 
Asia, for example, only about half as many women are as literate as men. 
Inequalities in education and employment are perhaps the most telling indi-
cators of the unequal status of women in most of the world. Even where 
women are employed in positions similar to those held by men, they tend to 
receive less compensation. The gap between rich and poor involves not only 
a clear geographic differentiation, but a clear gender differentiation as well.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 14 “Female/Male Inequality in Education and Employment.”

1. Locate and name three Third World countries with the same degree of 
gender-based inequality as the United States and Canada.

2. Two of the world’s largest developing nations are coded as having “less 
inequality.” What are they?

3. Most European countries are coded as having “least inequality.” Which 
western European countries are exceptions?

MAP 14
Female/Male Inequality 
in Education 
and Employment
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MAP 15
World Religions

Because religion is a fundamental characteristic of human culture, a 
depiction of the spatial distribution of religions comes close to a map 

of cultural patterns. More than just a set of behavior patterns having to 
do with worship and ceremony, religion influences the ways in which 
people deal with one another, with their institutions, and with their 
environments. An examination of this map in the context of conflict 
within and among nations also shows that the tension between countries 
and the internal stability of states are also functions of the spatial distri-
bution of religion.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 15, “World Religions.”

1. Which continent has the most diversity with respect to the major re-
ligions?

2. Which continent is most Protestant? Why do you think that is the 
case?

3. Where in the world are “tribal” religions still practiced?
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Christianity (C)*

Roman Catholic

Predominant Religions

Protestant

Mormon (LDS)

Eastern Churches

Mixed

Islam (M)

Sunni

Shi’a

Buddhism (B)

Hinayanistic

Lamaistic

Hinduism (H)

Judaism (J)

Sikhism

Animism (Tribal)

Chinese Complex
(Confucianism, Taoism, and
Buddhism)

Korean Complex
(Buddhism, Confucianism,
Christianity, and Chondogyo)

Japanese Complex
(Shinto and Buddhism)

Vietnamese Complex
(Buddhism, Taoism,
Confucianism, and Cao Dai)

Capital letters indicate the presence of
locally important minority adherents of
nonpredominant faiths.

*

Unpopulated Regions
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All of the countries defined by the World Bank as having high incomes 
consume at least 100 gigajoules of commercial energy (the equiva-

lent of more than 10 metric tons of coal) per person per year. With the 
exception of the oil-rich Persian Gulf states, where consumption figures 
include the costly “burning off” of excess energy in the form of natural 
gas flares at wellheads, most of the highest-consuming countries are 
concentrated in North America and Western Europe. At the other end 
of the scale are low-income countries, whose consumption rates are often 
less than 1 percent of those of the United States and other high consum-
ers. These figures don’t include the consumption of noncommercial 
energy—the traditional fuels of firewood, animal dung, and other or-
ganic matter—widely used in the less developed parts of the world. 

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 16, “ Total Annual Energy Consumption by Country.” What 
five countries are the world’s foremost energy consumers? Does this 
mean that the average person in each of these countries consumes more 
energy than the average European? Why or why not?

1. Compare energy consumption in Europe and North America. Do all 
European countries consume energy at the same rate as the United 
States and Canada?

2. What are some exceptions to the generalization that the highest rates 
of energy consumption are in core countries, with the lowest rates on 
the periphery?

3. How is energy consumption related to measures of the quality of life, 
as shown in Map 17?

MAP 16
Total Annual 
Energy 
Consumption 
by Country
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This map is based on a development index that considers a wide variety 
of demographic, health, and educational data, including population 

growth, per capita gross domestic income, longevity, literacy, and years of 
schooling. Compared with earlier years, there has been substantial improve-
ment in the quality of life in Middle and South America. Africa and South 
Asia, however, face the challenge of providing basic access to health care, 
education, and jobs for rapidly increasing populations. This map illustrates 
an enduring difference in quality of life between those who inhabit the 
world’s equatorial and tropical regions and those fortunate enough to live in 
the temperate zones, where the quality of life is significantly higher.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 17, “The Quality of Life: The Index of Human Development, 
2007.”

1. What countries in central and South America have Human Development 
Index (HDI) scores comparable to those of some European nations? Does 
this surprise you?

2. Given that Brazil has one of the world’s top 10 economies, does its HDI 
score surprise you? How do Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela compare in 
terms of the HDI?

3. Do you notice a correlation between deforestation (Map 1) and quality of 
life? Does India fit this correlation?

MAP 17
The Quality of Life: 
The Index of Human 
Development, 2007
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Since the early 20th century, the Earth’s 
surface temperatures have risen about 

1.4o F (0.7o C). Rising temperatures, 
shrinking glaciers, and melting polar ice 
provide additional evidence for global 
warming. Scientists prefer the term cli-
mate change to global warming. Scientific 
measurements confirm that global warm-
ing is not due to increased solar radiation, 
but rather are mainly anthropogenic—
caused by humans and their activities. 
Because our planet’s climate is always 
changing, the key question becomes: 
How much global warming is due to hu-
man activities versus natural climate 
variability. Most scientists agree that hu-
man activities play a major role in global 
climate change. Given population growth 
and rapidly increasing use of fossil fuels, 
the human factor is significant. The map 
represents the relative impact of global 
warming in different regions of the 
world.

QUESTIONS
Look at Map 18, “Global Warming.”

1. Which geographical regions of the 
world show noticeable effects of glob-
al warming? Which show the least? 
What about the polar regions? Why 
are certain major sections of the oceans 
affected?

2. Widespread and long-term trends to-
ward warmer global temperatures 
and a changing climate are referred to 
as “fingerprints.” Researchers look for 
them to detect and confirm that cli-
mate change. What are some of the 
recent fingerprints that have been 
covered in the media?

3. “Harbingers” refer to such events as 
fires, exceptional droughts, and down-
pours. They can also include the 
spread of disease-bearing insects and 
widespread bleaching of coral reefs. 
Any and all may be directly or partly 
caused by a warmer climate. Have you 
noticed any recent harbingers in the 
U.S. in the past year? Have they been 
confined to any specific geographical 
regions?

MAP 18
Global Warming
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Important Theories
Cultural Anthropology: Appreciating Cultural Diversity provides comprehensive coverage of the major theoretical perspec-
tives at the core of anthropological study. The list below indicates specifi c text chapters in which these concepts are 
discussed.

GENERAL APPROACHES 

Biocultural approaches: 1, 2, 3, 4, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14

Comparative approaches: 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15
Classification and typologies: 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15

Emic and etic approaches: 2, 3, 7, 10, 12, 14, 15

Ethnography: 1, 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

Ethnological theory: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15

Explanation: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

Holism: 1, 2, 3, 4, 7, 11, 12

Longitudinal and multi-sited approaches: 3, 4, 8, 9, 15

Quantitative and qualitative approaches: 3, 5, 9, 12

Scientific theory: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 14, 15

Social theory: 1, 2, 3, 4, 12, 14, 15

Systematic cross-cultural comparison: 3, 9, 12, 14

SPECIFIC APPROACHES

Adaptation: 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 13, 14, 15

Colonialism and postcolonial studies: 3, 5, 6, 8, 12, 14, 15

Configurationalism/cultural patterning: 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 12, 13, 14, 15

Cultural studies and postmodernism: 3, 15

Ecological anthropology: 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14, 15

Evolutionary theory: 2, 3, 7, 8, 13, 14

Feminist theory: 3, 9, 14

Functional approaches: 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15

Humanistic approaches: 1, 2, 3, 12, 13, 14, 15

Integration and patterning: 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, 13, 14, 15

Interpretive approaches: 1, 2, 3, 8, 12, 13, 15

Political-economy and world-system approaches: 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14, 15

Political/legal anthropology and power: 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15
 Conflict: 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14, 15
 Rise and fall of state, theories for: 7, 14 
 Social control: 3, 8, 12, 14, 15

Practice theory: 2, 3, 10, 14, 15
 Culture as contested: 2, 6, 9, 12, 14, 15
 Public and private culture: 2, 8, 12, 13, 14, 15
 Resistance: 2, 6, 8, 12, 14, 15

Psychological approaches: 7, 8, 12, 14, 15

Symbolic approaches: 1, 2, 3, 9, 12, 13, 15

Systemic approaches: 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 14, 15

Theories of social construction: 2, 3, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15
Identities: 2, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

 Native theories (folk classification): 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12
 Race and ethnicity: 5, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 15
 Social status: 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14
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