


Cultural 
Anthropology
Fifteenth Edition

Carol R. Ember
Human Relations Area Files at Yale University

Melvin Ember

330 Hudson Street, NY, NY 10013



Copyright © 2019, 2015, 2011 by Pearson Education, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Printed in the 
United States of America. This publication is protected by copyright, and permission should be 
obtained from the publisher prior to any prohibited reproduction, storage in a retrieval system, 
or transmission in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, 
or otherwise. For information regarding permissions, request forms and the appropriate con-
tacts within the Pearson Education Global Rights & Permissions Department, please visit www.
pearsoned.com/permissions/.

PEARSON, ALWAYS LEARNING, and REVEL are exclusive trademarks in the United States 
and/or other countries owned by Pearson Education, Inc., or its a�liates.

Unless otherwise indicated herein, any third-party trademarks that may appear in this work 
are the property of their respective owners and any references to third-party trademarks, logos, 
or other trade dress are for demonstrative or descriptive purposes only. Such references are not 
intended to imply any sponsorship, endorsement, authorization, or promotion of Pearson’s 
products by the owners of such marks, or any relationship between the owner and Pearson 
Education, Inc., or its a�liates, authors, licensees, or distributors.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Ember, Carol R., author. | Ember, Melvin, author.
Title: Cultural Anthropology / Carol R. Ember, Melvin Ember.
Description: Fifteenth Edition. | Hoboken, New Jersey : Pearson Education,

[2019] | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2017047227| ISBN 9780134732831 | ISBN 0134732839
Subjects:  LCSH: Ethnology.
Classification: LCC GN316 .E45 2019 | DDC 306—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017047227

1 18 Rental Edition:
ISBN 10: 0-134-73283-9
ISBN 13: 978-0-134-73283-1

Revel Access Code:
ISBN 10: 0-134-73401-7
ISBN 13: 978-0-134-73401-9

Books á la Carte Edition:
ISBN 10: 0-134-73398-3
ISBN 13: 978-0-134-73398-2

Instructor’s Review Copy:
ISBN 10: 0-134-89898-2
ISBN 13: 978-0-134-89898-8

Editor: Ashley Dodge
Development Editors: Barbara Heinssen and Jessica Wang-Strykowski
Marketing Manager: Jessica Quazza
Program Manager: Erin Bosco
Project Coordination, Text Design, and Electronic Page Makeup: Integra-Chicago
Cover Designer: Jennifer Hart Design
Cover Photo: Timothy Allen/Getty Images
Manufacturing Buyer: Mary Ann Gloriande
Printer/Binder: LSC Communications, Inc.
Cover Printer: Phoenix Color/Hagerstown

www.pearsonhighered.com

http://www.pearsoned.com/permissions/
http://www.pearsoned.com/permissions/
https://lccn.loc.gov/2017047227
http://www.pearsonhighered.com


iii

 1 What Is Anthropology?  1

 2 Culture and Culture Change  15

 3 Culture and the Individual  49

 4 Understanding and  
Explaining Culture 74

 5 Communication and Language  94

 6 Getting Food  125

 7 Economic Systems  147

 8 Social Stratification: Class,  
Ethnicity, and Racism  179

 9 Sex and Gender  203

 10 Marriage and the Family  227

 11 Marital Residence and Kinship  256

 12 Associations and Interest Groups  281

 13 Political Life: Social Order  
and Disorder  299

 14 Religion and Magic  327

 15 The Arts  351

 16 Health and Illness  369

 17 Practicing and  
Applying Anthropology 389

Brief Contents



Current Research
Researcher at Work: Alyssa Crittenden 6

Researcher at Work: Timothy Bromage 8

How Much Can Government Change Culture?  
A Look at China 29

Emotional Expressiveness: What Accounts for  
Cultural  Di�erences? 62

Evaluating Alternative Theories 79

Does Communal Ownership Lead to Economic Disaster? 151

Love, Intimacy, and Sexual Jealousy in Marriage 247

One-Parent Families: Why the Recent Increase? 251

Do Neolocality and Rebellious Teenagers Go Together? 273

Why Do Street Gangs Develop, and Why Are They  
Often Violent? 290

Religion: A Force for Cooperation and Harmony? 336

Do Masks Show Emotion in Universal Ways? 360

Global Issues
Refugees Are a Global Social Problem 10

Accelerating Climate Change—Will It Accelerate  
Culture Change? 43

The E�ects of Climate Change on  
Food-Getting Strategies 136

Deforestation and Climate Change 176

Inadequate Housing and Homelessness 186

Global Inequality 191

NGOs: Powerful National and International Interest  
Groups in the Modern World 295

Democracy and Economic Development 308

Terrorism 314

Ethnic Conflicts: Ancient Hatreds or Not? 324

The Spread of Popular Music 358

Impact of Violence on Children’s Mental Health  
and Well-Being 381

Worldwide Sea-level Rise and E�ects on  
Human Societies 397

Applied Anthropology
Development Programs and Culture Change:  

A Bedouin Case Study 35

Schools: Values and Expectations 65

There Is Nothing Like Evidence to Shake  
Mistaken Beliefs 90

Can Languages Be Kept from Extinction? 101

The E�ect of Food-Getting on the Environment 140

Unequal in Death: African Americans Compared with  
European Americans 196

Economic Development and Women’s Status 217

From Cross-Cultural Research to Archaeology:  
Reconstructing Marital Residence in the Prehistoric  
U.S. Southwest 271

Rock Art: Preserving a Window into the Past 353

Exploring Why an Applied Project Didn’t Work 373

Eating Disorders, Biology, and the Cultural  
Construction of Beauty 384

General Motors: Creating a Better Business Culture 400

Perspectives on Diversity
Why Are “Mother Tongues” Retained, and for  

How Long? 103

Do Some Languages Promote Sexist Thinking? 119

Food on the Move 132

Working Abroad to Send Money Home 174

Why Do Some Societies Allow Women to Participate  
in Combat? 213

Women’s Electoral Success on the Northwest Coast 215

Arranging Marriages in the Diaspora 242

Variation in Residence and Kinship: What Di�erence  
Does It Make to Women? 266

Do Separate Women’s Associations Increase  
Women’s Status and Power? 294

New Courts Allow Women to Address Grievances in  
Papua New Guinea 318

Colonialism and Religious A�liation 344

Women and Development Programs 392

Box Contents

iv



v

Contents

Box Contents iv

Preface  ix

About the Authors  xv

 1 What Is Anthropology? 1

What Is Anthropology? 2
The Scope of Anthropology 2
The Holistic Approach 3
Anthropological Curiosity 3
Fields of Anthropology 4

Biological Anthropology 4 • Cultural  
Anthropology 5

■■ Current Research Researcher at Work: Alyssa  

Crittenden 6

■■ Current Research Researcher at Work: Timothy  

Bromage 8

Applied (Practicing) Anthropology 9
Specialization 10

■■ Global Issues Refugees Are a Global Social Problem 10

The Relevance of Anthropology 11
Summary and Review 13 • Think on it 14

 2 Culture and Culture Change 15

Defining Culture 16
Culture Is Commonly Shared 17 •  

Culture Is Learned 17 • Controversies About  
the Concept of Culture 18

Cultural Constraints 19
Attitudes That Hinder the Study of Cultures 20
Cultural Relativism 21

Human Rights and Relativism 22
Describing a Culture 22
Culture Is Patterned 25

Culture Is Cumulative 26 • Culture Is  
Imperfectly Patterned 27

How and Why Cultures Change 27

■■  Current Research How Much Can Government  

Change Culture? A Look at China 29

Diffusion 31 • Acculturation 33

■■ Applied Anthropology Development Programs  

and Culture Change: A Bedouin Case Study 35

Revolution 36
Culture Change and Adaptation 38
Globalization: Problems and Opportunities 40

■■ Global Issues Accelerating Climate Change—Will  

It Accelerate Culture Change? 43

Ethnogenesis: The Emergence of New Cultures 43

Cultural Diversity in the Future 45
Summary and Review 46 • Think on it 48

 3 Culture and the Individual 49

The Universality of Psychological Development 50
Research on Emotional Development 51 •  

Research on Cognitive Development 52
The Anthropology of Childhood 54

Explaining Variation in Childhood and Beyond 55
Cross-Cultural Variation in Childrearing 57

Parental Responsiveness to Infants and  
Baby-Holding 57 • Parent–Child Play 59 •  

Parental Acceptance and Rejection of Children 59 •  

Compliance or Assertiveness 60 • Attitudes Toward 
Aggression 60 • Task Assignment 61

■■ Current Research Emotional Expressiveness: What  

Accounts for Cultural Di�erences? 62

Children’s Settings 62

■■ Applied Anthropology Schools: Values and  

Expectations 65

Psychological Variation in Adulthood 66
Perceptual Style: Field Independence or 
Dependence 67 • Expression of Aggression 68

Psychological Explanations of Cultural Variation 69
Individuals as Agents of Cultural Change 70

Summary and Review 72 • Think on it 73

 4 Understanding and  
Explaining Culture 74

Explanations 75
Associations or Relationships 75 • Theories 76

Why Theories Cannot Be Proved 76
A Brief History of Anthropological Theory 77

Early Evolutionism 78 • “Race” Theory 78 •  

Boasian Anthropology 78 • Ecological  
Approaches 78

■■ Current Research Evaluating Alternative Theories 79

Interpretive Approaches 80 • Advantages  
and Disadvantages of Theoretical Orientations 80

Evidence: Testing Explanations 81
Operationalization and Measurement 82 •  

Sampling 82 • Statistical Evaluation 83
Types of Research in Cultural Anthropology 84

Ethnography 85 • Within-Culture  
Comparisons 89 • Regional-Controlled  
Comparisons 89 • Cross-Cultural Research 89

■■ Applied Anthropology There Is Nothing Like Evidence to  

Shake Mistaken Beliefs 90

Historical Research 91
Summary and Review 92 • Think on it 93



 5 Communication and Language 94

Communication 95
Nonverbal Human Communication 95 •  

Nonhuman Communication 97
The Origins of Language 99

Pidgin and Creole Languages 100

■■ Applied Anthropology Can Languages Be Kept  

from Extinction?          101

Children’s Acquisition of Language 102

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Why Are “Mother  

Tongues” Retained, and for How Long? 103

Descriptive Linguistics 104
Phonology 104 • Morphology 106 •  

Syntax 107
Historical Linguistics 108

Language Families and Culture History 109
The Processes of Linguistic Divergence 112
Relationships Between Language and Culture 113

Cultural Influences on Language 113 • Linguistic 
Influences on Culture 116

The Ethnography of Speaking 117
Social Status and Speech 117 • Gender Differences  
in Speech 118

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Do Some Languages  

Promote Sexist Thinking? 119

Multilingualism and Code-Switching 120
Writing and Literacy 121

Summary and Review 122 • Think on it 124

 6 Getting Food 125

Foraging 126
The Ngatatjara of Australia 127 • The Inupiaq  
of the North American Arctic 128 • General  
Features of Foragers 129 • Complex  
Foragers 130

Food Production 130
Horticulture 130

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Food on the Move 132

Intensive Agriculture 134

■■ Global Issues The E�ects of Climate Change on  

Food-Getting Strategies 136

Pastoralism 138

■■ Applied Anthropology The E�ect of Food-Getting  

on the Environment 140

Environmental Restraints on Food-Getting 141
The Origin of Food Production 142
The Spread and Intensification of Food Production 144

Summary and Review 145 • Think on it 146

 7 Economic Systems 147

The Allocation of Resources 148
Natural Resources: Land 149

■■ Current Research Does Communal Ownership Lead to 

 Economic Disaster? 151

Technology 153
The Conversion of Resources 154

Types of Economic Production 154 • Incentives for 
Labor 155 • Forced and Required Labor 157 •  

Division of Labor 158 • The Organization of  
Labor 159 • Making Decisions About Work 160

The Distribution of Goods and Services 161
Reciprocity 161 • Redistribution 166 • Market or  
Commercial Exchange 167

The Worldwide Trend Toward Commercialization 171
Migratory Labor 171 • Nonagricultural Commercial 
Production 173

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Working Abroad to  

Send Money Home        174

Supplementary Cash Crops 175 • Introduction  
of Commercial and Industrial Agriculture 175

■■ Global Issues Deforestation and Climate Change    176

Summary and Review 177 • Think on it 178

 8 Social Stratification: Class, Ethnicity,  
and Racism 179

Variation in Degree of Social Inequality 180
Egalitarian Societies 181
Rank Societies 183
Class Societies 184

Open Class Systems 184

■■ Global Issues Inadequate Housing and  

Homelessness           186

Recognition of Class 187 • Caste Systems 188

■■ Global Issues Global Inequality 191

Slavery 192
Racism and Inequality 193

Race as a Construct in Biology 194 • 
Race as a Social Category 195

■■ Applied Anthropology Unequal in Death: African  

Americans Compared with European Americans 196

Ethnicity and Inequality 197
The Emergence of Stratification 199

Summary and Review 201 • Think on it 202

 9 Sex and Gender 203

Gender Concepts 205
Physique and Physiology 205
Gender Roles 206

Who Does What Work? 206
Relative Contributions to Work: Who Works More? 209

Overall Work 210 • Subsistence Work 210
Political Leadership and Warfare 212

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Why Do Some Societies  

Allow Women to Participate in Combat? 213

The Relative Status of Women 214

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Women’s Electoral  

Success on the Northwest Coast       215

vi Contents



Personality Di�erences 216

■■ Applied Anthropology Economic Development  

and Women’s Status        217

Sexuality 220
Cultural Regulations of Sexuality: Permissiveness  
Versus Restrictiveness 220 • Reasons for Sexual 
Restrictiveness 223
Summary and Review 224 • Think on it 226

 10 Marriage and the Family 227

Marriage 228
The Na and Nayar Exceptions 229 • Same-Sex 
Marriages 230

Why Is Marriage Nearly Universal? 230
Gender Division of Labor 230 • Prolonged Infant 
Dependency 231 • Sexual Competition 231 •  

A Look at Other Mammals and Birds 231
How Does One Marry? 232

Marking the Onset of Marriage 232 • Economic  
Aspects of Marriage 234

Restrictions on Marriage: The Universal Incest Taboo 236
Childhood-Familiarity Theory 237 • Freud’s 
Psychoanalytic Theory 238 • Family-Disruption  
Theory 238 • Cooperation Theory 239 • Inbreeding 
Theory 239

Whom Should One Marry? 240
Arranged Marriages 241 • Exogamy and  
Endogamy 241

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Arranging Marriages  

in the Diaspora 242

Levirate and Sororate 243
How Many Does One Marry? 244

Polygyny 244

■■ Current Research Love, Intimacy, and Sexual Jealousy  

in Marriage 247

Polyandry 248
The Family 249

Adoption 249 • Variation in Family  
Form 250 • Extended-Family Households 250

■■ Current Research One-Parent Families: Why the  

Recent Increase? 251

Possible Reasons for Extended-Family Households 252
Summary and Review 253 • Think on it 255

 11 Marital Residence and Kinship 256

Patterns of Marital Residence 257
The Structure of Kinship 259

Types of Affiliation with Kin 260
Variation in Unilineal Descent Systems 263

Patrilineal Organization 264 • Matrilineal  
Organization 265

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Variation in Residence  

and  Kinship: What Di�erence Does It Make  

to Women? 266

Functions of Unilineal Descent Groups 266

Regulating Marriage 266 • Economic Functions 267 •  

Political Functions 267 • Religious Functions 267
Ambilineal Systems 268
Explaining Variation in Residence 269

Neolocal Residence 269 • Matrilocal Versus Patrilocal 
Residence 269

■■ Applied Anthropology From Cross-Cultural Research  

to Archaeology: Reconstructing Marital Residence  

in the Prehistoric U.S. Southwest 271

Bilocal Residence 271 • Avunculocal Residence 272

■■ Current Research Do Neolocality and Rebellious  

Teenagers Go Together? 273

The Emergence of Unilineal Systems 274
Explaining Ambilineal and Bilateral Systems 274
Kinship Terminology 275

Inuit, or Eskimo, System 275 • Omaha System 275 •  

Crow System 276 • Iroquois System 277 •  
Sudanese System 277 • Hawaiian System 278
Summary and Review 278 • Think on it 280

 12 Associations and  
Interest Groups 281

Characteristics of Associations 282
Nonvoluntary Associations 283

Age-Sets 283 • Unisex Associations 286
Voluntary Associations 289

Military Associations 289 • Regional  
Associations 290

■■ Current Research Why Do Street Gangs Develop, and  

Why Are They Often Violent? 290

Ethnic Associations 291 • Rotating Credit  
Associations 292 • Multiethnic Associations 293 

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Do Separate Women’s  

 Associations Increase Women’s Status and Power? 294

Other Interest Groups 294

■■ Global Issues NGOs: Powerful National and  

International Interest Groups in the Modern World 295

Summary and Review 297 • Think on it 298

 13 Political Life: Social Order  
and Disorder 299

Variation in Types of Political Organization 300
Band Organization 301 • Tribal 
Organization 302 • Chiefdom Organization 304 •  
State Organization 305 • Nation-State, Nationalism,  
and Political Identity 307

■■ Global Issues Democracy and Economic Development 308

Factors Associated with Variation in  
Political Organization 308

The Spread of State Societies 310
Variation in Political Process 310

Getting to Be a Leader 311 • Leadership in  
More Complex Societies 312 • Political  
Participation 313

■■ Global Issues Terrorism 314

Contents vii



Resolution of Conflict 314
Peaceful Resolution of Conflict 315

■■ Perspectives on Diversity New Courts Allow Women  

to Address Grievances in Papua New Guinea 318

Violent Resolution of Conflict 319 • Explaining  
Warfare 321 • War and a Culture of Violence 323 • 

■■ Global Issues Ethnic Conflicts: Ancient Hatreds  

or Not? 324

Political and Social Change 325
Summary and Review 325 • Think on it 326

 14 Religion and Magic 327

The Universality of Religion 328
The Need to Understand 329 • Reversion  
to Childhood Feelings 329 • Anxiety 
and Uncertainty 330 • The Need for 
Community 330 • Need for Cooperation 331

Variation in Religious Beliefs 332
Types of Supernatural Forces and Beings 332 • 

The Character of Supernatural Beings 334 •  

Structure or Hierarchy of Supernatural 
Beings 334 • Intervention of the Gods  
in Human Affairs 335 • Life After Death 335

■■ Current Research Religion: A Force for Cooperation  

and Harmony? 336

Variation in Religious Practices 337
Ways to Interact with the Supernatural 337 •  

Magic 339 • Types of Practitioners 340
Religion and Adaptation 342
Religious Change 343

Religious Conversion 343

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Colonialism and  

Religious  A�liation 344

Revitalization 346
Summary and Review 349 • Think on it 350

 15 The Arts 351

Body Decoration and Adornment 353

■■ Applied Anthropology Rock Art: Preserving a Window  

into the Past 353

Explaining Variation in the Arts 354
Visual Art 355 • Music 357

■■ Global Issues The Spread of Popular Music 358

■■ Current Research Do Masks Show Emotion in  

Universal Ways? 360

Folklore 361
Viewing the Art of Other Cultures 364
Artistic Change, Culture Contact, and Global Trade 365

“Tourist” Art and “Fine” Art 365

Summary and Review 367 • Think on it 368

 16 Health and Illness 369

Cultural Understandings of Health and Illness 370
Concepts of Balance or Equilibrium 371 •  

Supernatural Forces 371 • The Biomedical  
Paradigm 372

■■ Applied Anthropology Exploring Why an Applied  

Project Didn’t Work` 373

Treatment of Illness 374
Medical Practitioners 374

Political and Economic Influences on Health 377
Health Conditions and Diseases 377

AIDS 377 • Mental and Emotional Disorders 380

■■ Global Issues Impact of Violence on Children’s  

Mental Health and Well-Being 381

■■ Applied Anthropology Eating Disorders, Biology,  

and the Cultural Construction of Beauty 384

Malnutrition 385 • Obesity 385 •  

Undernutrition 386
Summary and Review 387 • Think on it 388

 17 Practicing and Applying  
Anthropology 389

Ethics of Applied Anthropology 390

■■ Perspectives on Diversity Women and  

Development  Programs        392

Evaluating the E�ects of Planned Change 393
Di�culties in Instituting Planned Change 394

Anthropologists as Advocates and  
Collaborators 395

Environmental Anthropology 396

■■ Global Issues Worldwide Sea-level Rise and E�ects  

on Human Societies 397

Business and Organizational Anthropology 398

■■ Applied Anthropology General Motors: Creating  

a Better Business Culture 400

Cultural Resource Management 400
Museum Anthropology 402
Forensic Anthropology 403

Summary and Review 405 • Think on it 406

Glossary 407

Bibliography 410

Notes 432

Index  438

viii Contents



ix

One approach to studying cultural anthropology is 
to explore a few topics in depth; for example, gen-
der, human use of the environment, or globaliza-

tion. In Cultural Anthropology, Fifteenth Edition, we take a 
different approach and focus on the unique ways anthro-
pologists look at humans, regardless of the topic. First, our 
chapters consider the scope of human history. Second, we 
take seriously the approach that culture needs to be con-
sidered in a broader context—this means considering the 
environments in which people live as well as the biologi-
cal attributes that human populations possess. Third, an-
thropology is broadly a comparative and global discipline, 
paying greater attention than most disciplines to variation 
in all world regions. Wherever possible, we include re-
search that tests theory across time and with a worldwide 
scope. Finally, in discussing the constants and variables of 
human life, we take a holistic approach, considering many 
facets of life to give as a more contextual picture.

In other words, our textbook is holistic, biocultural, 
historical, and cross-cultural. This approach and philoso-
phy has characterized all of our editions. The fact that our 
emphases have not changed over editions does not mean 
that our content and organization has not improved with 
each new edition. It has. Indeed, we realized with the help 
of some very savvy reviewers that streamlining our mate-
rials by removing the part sections, eliminating a chapter, 
and trimming some content will help make the material 
easier to navigate. With the inclusion of these changes, we 
hope the organization of this edition is clearer than it may 
have been previously. And, as in every edition, we update 
the text with new research. In this edition, we have added 
nearly 200 new references.

We recognize that some topics are very important 
at this time—topics for which cultural anthropology 
provides important insights. In Cultural Anthropology, 
Fifteenth Edition, we not only increased coverage of these 
topics in the chapter text, but we also used our box fea-
tures to highlight topics of current importance. Our boxes 
focus on diversity—gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation; 
global issues—including climate change and environmen-
tal degradation; applied anthropology; as well as current 

 research on issues of particular importance to the field.
In contrast to other anthropological textbooks, 

Cultural Anthropology, Fifteenth Edition, is more com-
parative and cross-cultural. This means that we not only 
provide a variety of concrete ethnographic examples to 
give students a vivid picture of cultural variation, but we 
also integrate the results of more than 800 cross-cultural 
hypothesis-testing studies to give the broadest possible 
information about the universality of a trait or the general 
predictors of variation. We are aided in this endeavor by 
a new database that the Human Relations Area Files pro-
duces called Explaining Human Culture. So, for example, in 
Chapter 9: Sex and Gender, we discuss general patterns  

in the division of labor by gender, cross-cultural predictors 
of the relative contribution of women and men to  primary 
subsistence, and predictors of more restrictive rules about 
heterosexual and homosexual behavior.

Finally, we have always tried to go beyond descrip-
tions to explain not only what humans are and were 
like, but also how they became that way, in all their va-
riety. This edition is no different. An important part of 
 updating is finding new explanations and new evidence. 
We take the effort to provide the most current evidence 
and explanations because we believe that ideas, includ-
ing ideas put forward in academic materials, should not 
be accepted, even tentatively, without supporting tests 
that could have gone the other way. While we have al-
ways taken this  approach in Cultural Anthropology, we 
feel our evidence-based approach is particularly im-
portant today since students need to be able to discern 
for themselves what are—and what are not—evidence-
based  understandings and explanations of both social 
and physical phenomena.

What’s New to This Edition
A Streamlined Organization
In the last edition, we did a close reexamination of the 
text and added new pedagogy. Users responded very fa-
vorably to those changes. For this edition, our reviewers 
asked that we take a closer look at the overall organiza-
tion as well as the length. Recognizing how difficult it is to 
cover all aspects of cultural anthropology in one semester 
or quarter, we decided to eliminate the global problems 
chapter and integrate that material into the remaining 
content. By placing global issues in context, our hope is 
that instructors will be able to illustrate the anthropologi-
cal approach to these problems and cover more material 
in less time. We also eliminated the part structure since 
many reviewers told us it often made it difficult for them 
to determine how best to develop their syllabi.

Restructured Boxes Focusing on 
 Issues Relevant in Today’s World
While we have always discussed global issues and 
 diversity, in this edition we have highlighted these 
 important topics further with boxes spread throughout the 
text. Thus, we have added new Perspectives on Diversity 
and Global Issues boxes to better reflect issues of concern 
in the world today.

• Global Issues Boxes. Global Issues boxes discuss 
worldwide social problems such as terrorism, the 
 effects of violence on children, global inequality, prob-
lems faced by refugees, environmental degradation, 
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and accelerating climate change and its effects on cul-
ture. While some of these boxes are new, many were 
adapted from material in the global problems chapter 
of the last edition.

• Perspectives on Diversity Boxes. These boxes consider 
issues pertaining to gender, ethnicity, and the move-
ment of people, both in anthropology and  everyday life. 
Examples include the discussion of migrants working 
abroad to send money home,  sexism in language, ar-
ranging marriages in the diaspora,  unequal treatment 
of African Americans in medicine, and women in com-
bat. All have been closely  evaluated for this edition.

• Applied Anthropology Boxes. These boxes provide 
students with a better understanding of the vast range 
of issues to which anthropological knowledge can be 
usefully applied. Anthropology is not a discipline fo-
cused on pure research. Most anthropologists want 
their work to be actively used to help others. And, in 
our increasingly interconnected world, it would seem 
that anthropological knowledge has become increas-
ingly valuable for understanding others. Examples 
include keeping languages from extinction, how sub-
sistence practices affect the environment, preserving 
rock art, eating disorders and cultural ideas about 
beauty, and creating better business cultures.

• Current Research Boxes. Current Research boxes 
focus on pure research. Examples include asking 
whether communal ownership leads to economic di-
saster; variation in love, intimacy, and sexual jealousy 
in the husband–wife relationship; emotion expressed 
in masks; and whether religion is a force for coopera-
tion and harmony.

Updated Research
The world is constantly changing, so taking a closer look 
at the references and citations is always essential to a new 
edition, and we did our best to update wherever possible. 
The seminal works remain, but we have included current 
citations and updates to ensure students are receiving the 
latest information. We have added coverage on issues 
such as whether language promotes sexist thinking in 
Chapter 5. There is also new information on environmen-
tal and climate change in Chapters 2, 5, and 6 and updated 
and new content on global inequality in Chapter 8. These 
are just a few of the many updates you will find in Cultural 

Anthropology, Fifteenth Edition.

Revel™
Educational technology designed for the way today’s students 

read, think, and learn

When students are engaged deeply, they learn more ef-
fectively and perform better in their courses. This simple 
fact inspired the creation of Revel—an interactive learning 
experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and 

students nationwide, Revel is a fully digital and highly en-
gaging way to deliver respected Pearson content.

Revel enlivens course content with media interactives 
and assessments—integrated directly within the authors’ 
narrative that provide opportunities for students to read, 
practice, and study in one continuous experience. This in-
teractive educational technology boosts student engage-
ment, which leads to better understanding of the concepts 
and improved performance throughout the course.

Learn more about Revel at http://www.pearson-
highered.com/revel.

Highlights of the Text
Chapter 1: What Is Anthropology? Chapter 1 introduces 
the student to anthropology. We discuss what we think is 
distinctive about anthropology in general and about each 
of its subfields in particular. We outline how each of the 
subfields is related to other disciplines such as biology, psy-
chology, and sociology. We direct attention to the increasing 
importance of applied anthropology and the importance of 
understanding others in today’s globalized world. To em-
phasize the importance of research, we include two Current 
Research boxes on individual researchers (an ethnographer 
and a physical anthropologist); and, to illustrate how an-
thropological research can provide  insights into current is-
sues, we’ve added a new Global  Issues box on refugees.

Chapter 2: Culture and Culture Change After introducing 
the concept of culture and some of the controversies sur-
rounding the concept, we emphasize that culture is always 
changing. Throughout the chapter, we discuss individual 
variation and how such variation may be the beginning of 
new cultural patterns. We also discuss attitudes that hinder 
the study of culture, cultural relativism and the issue of hu-
man rights, patterning of culture, culture and adaptation, 
and mechanisms of culture change, before getting to the 
emergence of new cultures and the impact of globalization. 
We have added a new section on the cumulative nature of 
culture, updated the discussion of acculturation to empha-
size its generally coercive nature, and updated our discus-
sion of the Arab Spring in discussing political change. The 
first box is a Current Research box on how much the Chi-
nese government has been able to change culture. The sec-
ond Applied Anthropology box, now  updated, discusses 
an applied anthropologist’s attempts to accommodate Bed-
ouin needs in designed change programs with the Oman 
government. The new Global  Issues box asks how much 
accelerating climate change will  accelerate culture change.

Chapter 3: Culture and the Individual In this chapter, we 
discuss some of the universals of psychological develop-
ment and the processes that contribute to differences in 
childhood experience and personality formation and have 
updated the section on children’s work. We then turn to 
how understanding psychological processes may help us 
understand cultural variation. The chapter closes with a 
section on the individual as an agent of culture change. 
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The Current Research box addresses research on appar-
ent cultural differences in emotional expressiveness. The 
Applied Anthropology box discusses the degree to which 
schools in different societies teach different values.

Chapter 4: Understanding and Explaining Culture In this 
chapter, we focus on what it means to explain and what kinds 
of evidence are needed to evaluate an explanation. We provide 
a brief introduction to some of the major ideas that have his-
torically guided anthropological explanations in the United 
States and then turn to the major methods used in cultural 
anthropology to gather evidence to test explanations. The two 
boxes focus on evidence and explanation: The first Current 
Research box evaluates alternative theories; a second Applied 
Anthropology box illustrates how evidence from anthropology 
can help international development organizations implement 
 e�ective policies.

Chapter 5: Communication and Language To place lan-
guage in perspective, the chapter begins with a broader 
discussion of communication, including nonverbal human 
communication and communication in other animals. We 
discuss how language differs from other forms of commu-
nication and ideas about the origins of language. We then 
turn to some fundamentals of descriptive linguistics and 
linguistic divergence. We have added new research on tonal 
languages to the phonology section and in the section on 
processes of linguistic divergence extensively revised our 
discussion of the origin of Indo-European languages and 
the origin and spread of Bantu language families.  Toward 
the end of the chapter, we discuss the postulated relation-
ships between language and other aspects of culture, add-
ing new research on language’s effects on culture. Finally, 
we discuss the ethnography of speaking, writing, and liter-
acy. The updated Applied Anthropology box discusses lan-
guage extinction and what some anthropologists are doing 
about it. The updated Perspectives on Diversity box asks 
why some immigrant groups are more likely to retain their 
native languages. And, to stimulate thinking about the pos-
sible impact of language on thought, we ask in the consid-
erably revised Perspectives on Diversity box whether some 
languages promote sexist thinking.

Chapter 6: Getting Food This chapter discusses how so-
cieties vary in getting their food, how they have changed 
over time, and how this variation seems to affect other 
kinds of cultural variation. Our updated Perspectives on 
Diversity box explores where particular foods came from 
and how different foods and cuisines spread around the 
world as people migrated. Our new Global Issues box ad-
dresses the effects of climate change on food getting, and 
our updated Applied Anthropology box deals with the 
negative  environmental effects of irrigation, animal graz-
ing, and overhunting in preindustrial times.

Chapter 7: Economic Systems Not only does this chap-
ter describe variation in traditional economic systems and 
how much of it has been linked to ways of getting food, 
but there is also integrated discussion of change brought 

about by local and global political and economic forces. This 
chapter begins with a discussion of how societies vary in 
the ways they allocate resources, convert or transform re-
sources through labor into usable goods, and distribute and 
perhaps exchange goods and services. The sharing section 
and the section on cooperative work organization among 
pastoralists has been updated. The Current Issues box ad-
dresses the controversy over whether communal owner-
ship leads to economic disaster. The updated Perspectives 
on Diversity box discusses the impact of working abroad 
and sending money home. The completely reworked Global 
Issues box illustrates the impact of the world system on lo-
cal economies, with special reference to the deforestation of 
the Amazon.

Chapter 8: Social Stratification: Class, Ethnicity, and Rac-

ism This extensively revised chapter explores the varia-
tion in degree of social stratification and how the various 
forms of social inequality may develop. We point out con-
cepts of how “race,” racism, and ethnicity often relate to the 
inequitable distribution of resources. A new Global Issues 
box addresses the worldwide problem of inadequate hous-
ing and homelessness. The second Global Issues box that 
addresses the degree of global inequality and why the gap 
between rich and poor countries may have widened has 
been extensively revised. The Perspectives on Diversity box 
discusses why there are disparities in death by disease be-
tween African Americans and European Americans.

Chapter 9: Sex and Gender This chapter opens with a sec-
tion on culturally varying gender concepts, including di-
versity in what genders are recognized. After discussing 
universals and differences in gender roles in subsistence 
and leadership, we turn to theories about why men domi-
nate political leadership and what may explain variation in 
relative status of women and men. We have updated how 
much housework women do compared to men and the se-
clusion of women in certain cultures and its influence on 
women’s ability to work. The chapter continues with a dis-
cussion of the variation in attitudes and practices regarding 
various types of sexuality. The homosexuality section has 
been revised in light of different gender concepts in differ-
ent societies. In the updated Perspectives on Diversity box, 
we examine why some societies allow women to partici-
pate in combat. The Perspectives on Diversity box discusses 
research on why women’s political participation may be 
increasing in some Coast Salish communities of western 
Washington State and British Columbia now that they have 
elected councils. The Applied Anthropology box examines 
the impact of economic development on women’s status.

Chapter 10: Marriage and the Family After discussing vari-
ous theories and evidence about why marriage might be 
universal, we move on to discuss variation in how one mar-
ries, restrictions on marriage, whom one should marry, and 
how many one should marry. We updated the section on 
couples choosing to live together, added a section on oth-
er types of marriage transaction, and updated the section 
on parallel cousin marriage. We close with a discussion of 
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variation in family form and customs of adoption. To bet-
ter prepare students for understanding kinship charts in 
the chapter that follows, we have a diagram explaining dif-
ferent types of family structures. Our first Perspectives on 
Diversity box discusses arranged marriage and how it has 
changed among South Asian immigrants in England and 
the United States. The updated Current Research box dis-
cusses variation in love, intimacy, and sexual jealousy. The 
Global Issues box discusses why one-parent families are on 
the increase in countries like ours.

Chapter 11: Marital Residence and Kinship Rather than 
jumping right into principles of kinship, we broadly dis-
cuss the different functions of kinship, the consequences of 
different kinship systems, and how the importance of kin 
changes with economic fortunes. In addition to describ-
ing the variation that exists in marital residence, kinship 
structure, and kinship terminology, this chapter discusses 
theory and research that try to explain that variation. We 
now discuss alternative theories about what may explain 
variation in marital residence. The Perspectives on Diver-
sity box  explores how variation in residence and kinship 
affects the lives of women. The Applied Anthropology 
box, now updated, discusses how cross-cultural research 
on the floor area of residences in matrilocal versus patrilo-
cal societies can be used to help archaeologists make infer-
ences about the past. The Current Research box discusses 
the possible relationship between neolocality and adoles-
cent rebellion.

Chapter 12: Associations and Interest Groups We dis-
tinguish associations by whether they are nonvoluntary 
 (common in more egalitarian societies) or voluntary, and 
whether they are based on universally ascribed characteris-
tics (like age and sex), variably ascribed characteristics (like 
ethnicity), or achieved characteristics. New data on the im-
pact of social media has been added. The Current Research 
box discusses why street gangs may develop and why they 
often become violent. The updated Perspectives on Diversi-
ty box addresses the question of whether separate women’s 
associations increase women’s status and power and the 
updated Global Issues box looks at the importance of non-
governmental organizations in bringing about change at the 
local and international levels.

Chapter 13: Political Life: Social Order and Disorder In 
this extensively revised chapter, we look at how societies 
have varied in their levels of political organization, the 
various ways people become leaders, the degree to which 
they participate in the political process, and the peaceful 
and violent methods of resolving conflict. We emphasize 
change, including what may explain shifts from one type 
of organization to another, such as how colonialization and 
other outside forces have transformed legal systems and 
ways of making decisions. We then discuss the concepts of 
 nation-states,  nationalism, and political identity. We have 
expanded discussion of becoming a leader in egalitarian 
societies, added research on state terrorism, and expanded 
the section on explaining warfare. We added new sections 

on leadership in complex societies, a culture of violence, 
and what a culture of peace would look like. The first Glob-
al Issues box is on the cross-national and cross-cultural 
relationship between economic development and democ-
racy. We also added two new Global Issues boxes—one on 
terrorism and one on ethnic conflicts. The Perspectives on 
Diversity box deals with how new local courts among the 
Abelam of New Guinea are allowing women to address 
sexual grievances.

Chapter 14: Religion and Magic The chapter opens with 
a discussion of how the concepts of the supernatural and 
natural have varied over time and space and then turns to 
theories about why religion is universal. We go on to dis-
cuss variation in the types, nature, and structure of gods, 
spirits, and forces; human/god interactions, concepts of life 
after death; ways to interact with the supernatural; and the 
number and types of religious practitioners. A major por-
tion of the chapter deals with religious change, religious 
conversion and revitalization, and fundamentalist move-
ments. We have updated our discussion of religion among 
hunter-gatherers and our discussion of gods and their role 
in moral behavior. The revised Current Research box raises 
the question of whether, and to what degree, religion pro-
motes moral behavior, cooperation, and harmony. The Per-
spectives on Diversity box discusses the role of colonialism 
in religious change.

Chapter 15: The Arts After discussing how art might be de-
fined and the appearance of the earliest art (now  updated), 
we discuss variation in the visual arts, music, and folklore 
and review how some of those variations might be ex-
plained. In regard to how the arts change over time, we dis-
cuss the myth that the art of “simpler” peoples is timeless as 
well as how arts have changed as a result of European con-
tact. We address the role of ethnocentrism in studies of art 
in a section on how Western museums and art critics look at 
the visual art of less complex cultures. Similarly, we discuss 
the problematic and fuzzy distinctions made in labeling 
some art negatively as “tourist” art versus more positively 
as “fine” art. The thoroughly revised Applied Anthropology 
box explores ancient and more recent rock art and the meth-
ods that can be used to help preserve it. We updated and re-
worked material into a Global Issues box that discusses the 
global spread of popular music. The Current Research box 
deals with universal symbolism in art, particularly research 
on the emotions displayed in masks.

Chapter 16: Health and Illness This extensively revised 
chapter examines cultural understandings of health and 
illness, the treatment of illness (particularly from a biocul-
tural rather than just a biomedical point of view), varying 
medical practitioners, and political and economic influences 
on health. To give a better understanding of what medical 
 anthropologists do, we focus on AIDS, mental and emo-
tional disorders  (particularly susto and depression), and 
malnutrition, including both obesity and undernutrition. We 
discuss alternative forms of medicine in the United States, 
include sections on placebos and nocebos, more thoroughly 

xii Preface



discuss the controversy about culture-bound syndromes, 
and in the section on depression include additional research 
on links for economic deprivation and inequality. We have 
updated the section on political and economic influences 
on health, updated the section on HIV, and reoriented and 
expanded the discussion of undernutrition and obesity as 
forms of malnutrition. The Current Research box discusses 
an  anthropologist’s attempt to evaluate why an applied 
medical project didn’t work, a new Global Issues box ad-
dresses the impact of violence on children’s mental health 
and well-being, and the updated Applied Anthropology box 
explores eating disorders, biology, and the cultural construc-
tion of beauty.

Chapter 17: Practicing and Applying Anthropology In this 
extensively updated chapter, an introductory section dis-
cusses specializations in practicing and applied anthropol-
ogy. We move on to evaluating the effects of planned change 
and difficulties in bringing about change. Since most of the 
examples in the first part of the chapter have to do with 
development, the remainder of the chapter gives an intro-
duction to a number of other applied specialties, including 
environmental anthropology, business and organizational 
anthropology, museum anthropology, cultural resource 
management, and forensic anthropology. We have updated 
our discussion of collaborative anthropology, revised our 
section on ethics, and updated the cultural resources sec-
tion as well as the forensic anthropology section. The ex-
tensively revised Perspectives on Diversity box considers 
how women were and are treated by development pro-
grams. The new Global Issues box addresses the effects of 
worldwide sea-level rise on the viability of some societies. 
The extensively revised Applied Anthropology box is a case 
study of anthropologists who worked with General Motors 
to develop a better business culture.

Student-Friendly Pedagogy
Readability. We derive great pleasure from attempting to 
describe research findings in ways that introductory stu-
dents can understand. We do our best to minimize technical 
jargon, using only those terms students must know to ap-
preciate the achievements of anthropology and to take ad-
vanced courses. We think readability is important not only 
because it will enhance the reader’s understanding but be-
cause it should make learning about anthropology more en-
joyable. When new terms are introduced, they are set off in 
boldface type and defined in the text, set off in the margins 
for emphasis, and of course they also appear in the glossary 
at the end of the book.

Learning Objectives. Each chapter begins with learning 
objectives that indicate what students should know after 
reading the material. The learning objectives are tied to each 
major heading within the chapter and are reinforced at the 
end of each chapter in the summaries. The learning objec-
tives also signal to students what topics they might have to 
reread to comprehend the material presented.

“Think on it” Critical Assessment Questions. Each chapter 
concludes with thought-provoking questions that ask stu-
dents to take concepts presented in the chapter and move 
beyond rote answers. The questions engage students at a 
metacognitive level asking them to think critically about the 
questions posed to formulate their own responses.

Key Terms and Glossary. Important terms and concepts ap-
pearing in boldface type within the text are defined in the 
margins where they first appear. All key terms and their def-
initions are repeated in the glossary at the end of the book.

End-of-Chapter Summaries. In addition to the previously 
mentioned learning objectives, each chapter ends with a 
detailed summary organized in terms of the learning objec-
tives that will help students review the major concepts and 
findings discussed.

End-of-Book Notes. Because we strongly believe in the 
importance of documentation, we think it essential to tell 
our readers, both professionals and students, upon what our  
conclusions are based. Usually, the basis is published 
 research. The abbreviated notes in this edition provide in-
formation to find the complete citation in the bibliography 
at the end of the book.

Supplements
This textbook is part of a complete teaching and learning 
package that has been carefully created to enhance the top-
ics discussed in the text.

Instructor’s Resource Manual with Test Banks. For each 
chapter in the text, this valuable resource provides a detailed 
outline, list of objectives, discussion questions, and class-
room activities. In addition, test questions in multiple-choice 
and short-answer formats are available for each chapter; the 
answers to all questions are referenced to the text.

MyTest. This computerized software allows instructors 
to create their own personalized exams, to edit any or all 
of the existing test questions, and to add new questions. 
Other special features of this program include random 
generation of test questions, creation of alternate versions 
of the same test, scrambling question sequence, and test 
preview before printing.

PowerPoint™ Presentation Slides. These PowerPoint 
slides combine text and graphics for each chapter to help 
instructors convey anthropological principles in a clear and 
engaging way.

Strategies in Teaching Anthropology, Sixth Edition (0-205-

71123-5). Unique in focus and content, this book concentrates 
on the “how” of teaching anthropology across all four fields 
and provides a wide array of associated learning outcomes 
and student activities. It is a valuable single-source compen-
dium of strategies and teaching “tricks of the trade” from 
a group of seasoned teaching anthropologists, working in 
a variety of teaching settings, who share their  pedagogical 
techniques, knowledge, and observations.
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Chapter 1

What Is Anthropology?

 1.1 Explain the general definition and purpose 
of anthropology.

 1.2 Describe the scope of anthropology.

 1.3 Explain the holistic approach.

 1.4 Explain anthropology’s distinctive curiosity.

 1.5 Differentiate among the five major fields of 
anthropology.

 1.6 Explain the ways in which anthropologists 
specialize within their fields of study.

 1.7 Communicate the relevance of 
anthropology.

Learning Objectives
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2 Chapter 1  What Is Anthropology?

What Is Anthropology?
 1.1 Explain the general definition and purpose of anthropology.

Anthropology, by definition, is a discipline of infinite curiosity about human beings. 
The term comes from the Greek anthropos for “man, human” and logos for “study.” 
Anthropologists seek answers to an enormous variety of questions about humans. They 
are interested in both universals and differences in human populations. They want to 
discover when, where, and why humans appeared on the earth, how and why they 
have changed, and how and why the biological and cultural features of modern human 
 populations vary. Anthropology has a practical side too. Applied and practicing anthro-
pologists put anthropological methods, information, and results to use in efforts to solve 
practical problems.

The study of human beings is not an adequate definition of anthropology, however, 
since it would appear to incorporate a whole catalog of disciplines: sociology,  psychology, 
 political science, economics, history, human biology, and perhaps even the humanistic 
 disciplines of philosophy and literature. Most of the disciplines concerned with human 
 beings have existed longer than anthropology, and each has its distinctive focus. There must, 
then, be something unique about anthropology—a reason for its having developed and 
grown as a separate discipline for more than a century.

The Scope of Anthropology
 1.2 Describe the scope of anthropology.

Anthropologists are generally thought of as individuals who travel to little-known 
 corners of the world to study exotic peoples or dig deep into the earth to uncover 
the fossil  remains, tools, and pots of people who lived long ago. Though stereotypi-
cal, this view does suggest how anthropology differs from other disciplines concerned 
with humans. Anthropology is broader in scope, both geographically and historically. 
Anthropology is concerned  explicitly and directly with all varieties of people through-
out the world, not just those close at hand or within a limited area. Anthropologists 
are also interested in people of all periods. Beginning with the immediate ancestors of 
humans, who lived a few million years ago, anthropology traces the development   of 
 humans until the  present. Every part of the world that has ever contained a human 
population is of interest to anthropologists.

Anthropologists have not always been as global and comprehensive in their 
 concerns as they are today. Traditionally, they concentrated on non-Western cultures and 
left the study of Western civilization and similarly complex societies, with their recorded 
 histories, to other disciplines. In recent years, however, this division of labor among the 
disciplines has begun to disappear. Today anthropologists work in their own and other 
complex societies.

What induces anthropologists to choose so broad a subject for study? In part, they are 
motivated by the belief that any suggested generalization about human beings, any possible 
explanation of some characteristic of human culture or biology, should be shown to apply 
to many times and places of human existence. If a generalization or explanation does not 
prove to apply widely, anthropologists are entitled or even obliged to be skeptical about it. 
The skeptical attitude, in the absence of persuasive evidence, is our best protection against 
accepting invalid ideas about humans.

Because anthropologists are acquainted with human life in an enormous variety of 
 geographic and historical settings, they are also often able to correct mistaken beliefs about 
different groups of people.

For example, when American educators discovered in the 1960s that African American 
schoolchildren rarely drank milk, they assumed that lack of money or  education was the 
cause. But evidence from anthropology suggested a different explanation. Anthropologists 
had known for years that people do not drink fresh milk in many parts of the world 
where milking animals are kept; rather, they sour it before they drink it, or they make 
it into cheese. Why they do so is now clear. Many people lack the enzyme lactase that is 
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 Chapter 1  What Is Anthropology? 3

necessary for breaking down lactose, the sugar in milk. When such people drink regular 
milk, it actually interferes with digestion. Not only is the lactose in milk not digested, 
but other nutrients are less likely to be digested. In many cases, drinking milk will cause 
cramps, stomach gas, diarrhea, and nausea. Studies indicate that milk intolerance is found 
in many parts of the world.1 The condition is common in adulthood among Asians, south-
ern Europeans, Arabs and Jews, West Africans, Inuit (Eskimos), and North and South 
American native peoples, as well as African Americans.

The Holistic Approach
 1.3 Explain the holistic approach.

In addition to its worldwide and historical scope, anthropology has the distinguishing 
feature of having a holistic approach to the study of human beings. Anthropologists 
study the many aspects of human experience as an integrated whole. For example, an 
 anthropologist’s description of a group of people is likely to encompass their physical 
 environment, a history of the area, how their family life is organized, general features 
of their language, their settlement patterns, their political and economic systems, their 
 religion, and their styles of art and dress. The goal is not only to understand these aspects 
of physical and social life separately but to glean connections among them. Throughout 
this book, you will see that these seemingly separate factors in a culture regularly 
 co-occur; that is, they form patterns of traits. Anthropologists want not only to identify 
those  patterns but to explain them.

Anthropological Curiosity
 1.4 Explain anthropology’s distinctive curiosity.

Thus far, we have described anthropology as broader in scope, both historically and 
geographically, and more holistic in approach than other disciplines concerned with 
human beings. But this statement again implies that anthropology is the all-inclusive 
human science. How, then, is anthropology really different from the other disciplines? 
We suggest that anthropology’s distinctiveness lies principally in the kind of curiosity 
it arouses.

Anthropologists tend to focus on the typical characteristics of the human popula-
tions they study rather than on individual variation or variation in small groups. Why 
do some populations have lighter skin than others? Why do some societies practice 
 polygamy whereas others prohibit it? Where and when did people first start to farm 
rather than collect and hunt wild resources? Anthropologists want to know why the 
characteristics that others might take for granted exist. Whereas economists take a 
monetary system for granted and study how it operates, anthropologists ask how fre-
quently monetary systems occur, why they vary, and why only some societies have had 
them during the last few thousand years. It is not that anthropologists do not concern 
themselves with individuals. For instance, in studying political systems, anthropolo-
gists might want to know why certain people tend to be leaders. But when they study 
individual traits of leaders to answer the question, it may be because they want to better 
understand the political process in a larger social group, such as a society. Or, anthropol-
ogists might ask an even broader question, such as whether certain qualities of  leaders 
are universally preferred.

Because anthropologists view human groups holistically, their curiosity may 
lead them to find patterns of relationships between seemingly unrelated characteris-
tics. So, for example, the presence of the ability to digest lactose (a physical trait) in a 
 population seems to be found in societies that depend heavily on dairying. In  recent 
times, as more anthropologists work in larger and more complex societies, the focus 
of inquiry has shifted from looking at a whole society to smaller entities such as  
neighborhoods,  communities, organizations, or social networks. But the focus on the 
whole entity is still strong.

Holistic
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4 Chapter 1  What Is Anthropology?

Fields of Anthropology
 1.5 Differentiate among the five major fields of anthropology.

In the past, an anthropologist covered as many subjects as possible. Today, as in many other 
disciplines, so much information has accumulated that anthropologists tend to specialize 
in one topic or area (see Figure 1.1). Some are concerned primarily with the biological or 
physical characteristics of human populations; others are interested principally in what we 
call cultural characteristics. Hence, there are two broad classifications of subject matter in 
anthropology: biological (physical) anthropology and cultural anthropology. While bio-
logical anthropology is one major field of anthropology, cultural anthropology is divided 
into three subfields—archaeology, linguistics, and ethnology. Ethnology, the study of recent 
cultures, is now usually referred to by the parent name, cultural anthropology. Crosscutting 
these four fields is a fifth, applied or practicing anthropology.

Biological Anthropology
Biological (physical) anthropology seeks to answer two distinct sets of questions. Human 

paleontology or paleoanthropology poses questions about the emergence of humans and 
their later evolution. A focus on human variation includes questions about how and why 
contemporary human populations vary biologically.

To reconstruct evolution, human paleontologists search for and study the buried, hard-
ened remains or impressions—known as fossils—of humans, prehumans, and related 
 animals. Paleontologists working in East Africa, for instance, have excavated the fossil 
 remains of humanlike beings that lived more than 4 million years ago. These findings have 
suggested the approximate dates when our ancestors began to develop two-legged walking, 
very flexible hands, and a larger brain.

In attempting to clarify evolutionary relationships, human paleontologists may use 
not only the fossil record but also geological information on the succession of climates, 
environments, and plant and animal populations. Moreover, when reconstructing the 
past of humans, paleontologists are interested in the behavior and evolution of our  closest 
 relatives among the mammals—the prosimians, monkeys, and apes—which, like our-

selves, are members of the order of Primates. Anthropologists, 
psychologists, and biologists who specialize in the study of 
primates are called primatologists. The various species of 
primates are  observed in the wild and in the laboratory. One 
especially popular subject of study is the chimpanzee, which 
bears a close resemblance to humans in behavior and physical 
appearance, has similar blood chemistry, and is susceptible to 
many of the same diseases. Indeed, chimpanzees share up to 99 
percent of their genes with humans.2

From primate studies, biological anthropologists try to 
 discover characteristics that are distinctly human, as opposed 
to those that might be part of the primate heritage. With this 
 information, they may be able to infer what our prehistoric ances-
tors were like. The inferences from primate studies are checked 
against the fossil record. The evidence from the earth, collected 
in bits and pieces, is correlated with scientific observations of our 
closest living relatives. In short, biological anthropologists piece 
together bits of information obtained from different sources. They 
construct theories that explain the changes observed in the fossil 
record and then attempt to evaluate their theories by checking one 
kind of evidence against another. Human paleontology thus over-
laps such disciplines as geology, general vertebrate (particularly 
primate) paleontology, comparative anatomy, and the study of 
comparative primate behavior.

The second major focus of biological anthropology, the study 
of human variation, investigates how and why contemporary 
human populations differ in biological or physical characteristics. 
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Figure 1.1 The Four Fields of Anthropology

The subdisciplines of anthropology (in bold letters) may 

be classified according to the period with which each is 

concerned (distant past or recent past and present) or by 

subject matter. Traditionally, the three fields shown in blue are 

classified as cultural anthropology, as distinct from biological 

(or physical) anthropology, shown in green. Found in all four 

fields is a fifth subfield, applied anthropology.
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All living people belong to one species, Homo sapiens. Yet much varies among human 
 populations. Investigators of human variation ask such questions as: Why are some  peoples 
generally taller than others? How have human populations adapted physically to their 
 environmental conditions? Are some peoples, such as Inuit (Eskimos), better equipped than 
other peoples to endure cold? Does darker skin pigmentation offer special protection against 
the tropical sun?

To better understand the biological variations among contemporary human 
 populations, biological anthropologists use the principles, concepts, and techniques 
of at least three other disciplines: human genetics (the study of inherited human 
traits);  population biology (the study of environmental effects on, and interaction with, 
 population  characteristics); and epidemiology (the study of how and why diseases affect 
different populations in different ways). Although research on human variation  overlaps 
research in other fields, biological anthropologists remain primarily concerned with 
human  populations and how they vary biologically.

Cultural Anthropology
Cultural anthropology is the study of how and why cultures in the past and present vary or 
are similar. But what is culture? The concept of culture is so central to anthropology that we 
will devote an entire chapter it. Briefly, the term culture refers to the customary ways that a 
particular population or society thinks and behaves. The culture of a social group includes 
many things—from the language people speak, childrearing, and the roles assigned to males 
and females to religious beliefs and practices and preferences in music. Anthropologists are 
interested in all of these and other learned behaviors and ideas that have come to be widely 
shared or customary in the group.

ARCHAEOLOGY Archaeology is the study of past cultures, primarily through their mate-
rial remains. Archaeologists seek not only to reconstruct the daily life and customs of peoples 
who lived in the past but also to trace cultural changes and to offer possible explanations 
for those changes. While their subject matter is similar to that of historians, archaeologists 
reach much farther back in time. Historians deal only with societies that left written records, 
which limits their scope to the last 5,000 years of human history and to the small proportion 
of societies that developed writing. Human societies have existed for nearly two million 
years, however, and archaeologists serve as historians for all those past societies that lacked 
a written record. With scant or no written records to study, archaeologists must try to recon-
struct history from the remains of human cultures. Some of these remains are as grand as the 
Mayan temples discovered at Chichén Itzá in Yucatán, Mexico. More often, what remains is 
as ordinary as bits of broken pottery, stone tools, and garbage heaps.

Most archaeologists deal with prehistory, the time before written records. But a 
 specialty within archaeology, called historical archaeology, studies the remains of recent 
peoples who left written records. This specialty, as its name implies, employs the methods of 
both archaeologists and historians to study recent societies.

To understand how and why ways of life have changed through time in different parts 
of the world, archaeologists collect materials from sites of human occupation. Usually, 
these sites must be unearthed. On the basis of materials they have excavated and otherwise 
collected, they then ask a variety of questions: Where, when, and why did the distinctive 
human characteristic of toolmaking first emerge? Where, when, and why did agriculture 
first develop? Where, when, and why did people first begin to live in cities?

To collect the data they need to suggest answers to these and other questions, 
 archaeologists use techniques and findings borrowed from other disciplines as well as 
what they can infer from anthropological studies of recent and contemporary  cultures. 
For example, to guess where to dig for evidence of early toolmaking, archaeologists rely 
on geology to tell them where sites of early human occupation are likely to be found due 
to erosion and uplifting near the earth’s surface. More  recently,  archaeologists have em-
ployed aerial photography and even radar imaging via satellite (a technique  developed 
by NASA) to pinpoint sites. To infer when agriculture first developed,  archaeologists 
date the relevant excavated materials by a process originally  developed by chemical sci-
entists. Information from the present and recent past can also help illuminate the distant 
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past. For example, to try to understand why cities first emerged, archaeologists may use 
information from historians, geographers, and political scientists about how recent and 
contemporary cities are related economically and politically to their hinterlands. By dis-
covering what recent and contemporary cities have in common, archaeologists can specu-
late about why cities developed originally.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL LINGUISTICS Anthropological linguistics is the anthropo-
logical study of language. Linguistics, or the study of languages, is an older discipline 
than anthropology, but the early linguists concentrated on the study of languages that 
had been written for a long time—languages such as English, which existed in written 
form for nearly a thousand years. Anthropological linguists began to do fieldwork in 
places where the language was not yet written. This meant that anthropologists could 

Anthropological 

linguistics

The anthropological study 

of languages.

Alyssa Crittenden interacting with Hadza children.

Source: Firestick Productions-UNLV

Current Research

Researcher at Work: Alyssa Crittenden

When an anthropologist’s best-laid plans meet the “facts on the 

ground,” the results can be unexpected. For Alyssa Crittenden, 

an anthropology professor at the University of Nevada, fieldwork 

also brought some delightful revelations.

In 2004, Crittenden began working with the Hadza, a 

hunter-gatherer people in Tanzania. (Because hunter-gatherers  

subsist by foraging for their food, they represent the basic econ-

omy and way of life that has characterized most of human history. 

Therefore, such few remaining peoples are valued subjects for 

anthropological study.) As a biological anthropologist, Crittenden 

was especially interested in what Hadza culture might reveal 

about the evolution of the human diet. She chose the diets of 

women for study and measured the relationship between their 

reproductive capacity and the amount and nutritional value of the 

food they foraged. Yet that data told only part of the previously 

untold story of Hadza women.

“I quickly realized,” Crittenden says, “that I could not study 

the women’s diet in isolation. These women belonged to a com-

munity of people, a support system of kin and neighbors. To un-

derstand women’s contributions to the Hadza economy, I had to 

be an ethnographer, as well as a biological anthropologist.” Thus, 

after 10 years of fieldwork among the Hadza, Crittenden charac-

terizes herself as a biocultural anthropologist.

One surprising discovery Crittenden made was that Hadza 

children were hunters and gatherers in their own right. They 

were helping their mothers indirectly by providing their own food 

and thus contributing to their economy. This evidence contra-

dicted what was known about the children of other hunter-

gatherer groups, such as the San of the Kalahari Desert, whose 

children were observed to help process mongongo nuts but 

otherwise do little else but play. The difference may partly be 

due to the environment. The Kalahari has less variable terrain, 

less water, and more predators than southwestern Tanzania.

For Hadza children, foraging for their own food becomes 

an extension of play. Children 5 years old and younger can con-

tribute up to 50 percent of their caloric needs by foraging for 

their own food. By the time they turn 6, children can contribute 

up to 75 percent of their own food. While girls collect water 

and plant foods, boys also hunt, using a bow and arrow like 

their elders. Indeed, at age 3, Hadza boys receive their own 

child-sized bow and arrow and begin to hunt for the birds,  

rodents, bush babies, and lizards that make up their meat diet. 

Moreover, children learn to process and cook their own food. 

Crittenden observed children as young as 4 years old building 

their own miniature fires with embers from camp to cook their 

foraged meals.

Hadza children spend their days together in groups, seem-

ingly unsupervised, though there is usually an older child nearby 

keeping an eye on them. Toddlers join a group of children  as 

soon as they are weaned—that is, when their mothers can no 

longer carry them, usually between 1 1/2 and 3 years of age.

“Observing Hadza children, you can’t help but wonder how 

the long, dependent childhood most of us experience evolved,” 

says Crittenden.

Based on Crittenden 2013.
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not consult a dictionary or grammar to help them 
learn the language. Instead, they first had to con-
struct a dictionary and grammar. Then they could 
study the structure and history of the language.

Like biological anthropologists, linguists 
study changes that have taken place over time 
as well as contemporary variation. Historical 

 linguistics is the study of how languages 
change over time and how they may be related. 
Descriptive or structural linguistics is the study 
of how contemporary languages differ, especially 
in their construction. Sociolinguistics is the study 
of cultural and subcultural patterns of speaking in 
different social contexts.

In contrast with human paleontologists and 
archaeologists, who have physical remains to 
help them reconstruct change over time, historical 
l inguists deal only with languages—and usually 
unwritten ones. (Remember that writing is only 
about 5,000 years old, and only a few languages 
have been written.) Because unwritten languages 
are transmitted orally, the historical evidence 
dies with the speakers. Linguists interested in 
 reconstructing the history of unwritten languages 
must begin in the present, with comparisons of 
 contemporary languages. On the basis of these comparisons, they draw inferences about 
the kinds of change in language that may have occurred in the past and that may account 
for similarities and differences observed in the present. Historical linguists might typically 
ask, for example, whether two or more contemporary languages diverged from a common 
ancestral language. And if so, how far back in time they began to differ?

Unlike historical linguists, descriptive (structural) linguists are concerned with discov-
ering and recording the principles that determine how sounds and words are put together 
in speech. For example, a structural description of a particular language might tell us that 
the sounds t and k are interchangeable in a word without causing a difference in meaning. In 
American Samoa, one could say Tutuila or Kukuila to name the largest island, and everyone, 
except perhaps newly arrived anthropologists who knew little about the Samoan language, 
would understand that the same island was meant.

Sociolinguists are interested in the social aspects of language, including what people 
speak about, how they interact conversationally, their attitudes toward speakers of other 
dialects or languages, and how they speak differently in different contexts. In English, 
for example, we do not address everyone we meet in the same way. “Hi, Sandy” may be 
the  customary way a person greets a friend. But we would probably feel uncomfortable 
 addressing a doctor by her or his first name; instead, we would probably say, “Good morn-
ing, Dr. Brown.” Such variations in language use, which are determined by the social status 
of the people being addressed, are significant for sociolinguists.

ETHNOLOGY (CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY) The subfield of ethnology, now commonly 
called cultural anthropology, seeks to understand how and why peoples today and in the re-
cent past differ or are similar in their customary ways of thinking and acting. They ask how 
and why cultures develop and change and how one aspect of culture affects others. Cultural 
anthropologists seek answers to a variety of questions, such as: Why is the custom of marriage 
nearly universal in all cultures? Why do families live with or near their kin in some societies 
but not in others? What changes result from the introduction of money to a previously non-
monetary economy? How are relationships impacted when family members move far away 
to work? What happens to a society that suffers severe stress because of natural disasters or 
violent conflicts? Although the aim of ethnologists is largely the same as that of archaeologists, 
ethnologists generally use data collected through observation and interviews of living peoples.

Historical linguistics

The study of how  languages 

change over time.

Descriptive (structural) 
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guages are constructed.
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Archaeologists try to reconstruct the cultures of past societies like those who 

created this “Cliff Palace” in what is today Mesa Verde National Park.
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One type of ethnologist, the ethnographer, usually spends a year or so living with, 
 interviewing, and observing the people whose customs are being studied. This fieldwork 
provides the data for a detailed description (ethnography) of customary behavior and 
thought. Earlier ethnographers tended to strive for holistic coverage of a people’s way 
of life. In part because those earlier ethnographies already exist for many cultures, recent 
 ethnographers have tended to specialize or focus on narrower realms such as ritual heal-
ing or curing, interaction with the environment, effects of modernization or globalization, 
or gender issues. Ethnographies often go beyond description; they may address current 
 anthropological issues or try to explain some aspect of culture.

Because many cultures have undergone extensive change in the recent past, an accurate 
view of them may depend on understanding what their life was like before the changes came 
about. Ethnohistorians study how the way of life of a culture has changed over time. They 
examine such written documents as missionary accounts, reports by traders and  explorers, 
and government records to identify the cultural changes that have occurred. Unlike ethnog-
raphers, who rely mostly on their own observations and interviewing, ethnohistorians rely 
on the reports of others. They often must piece together and make sense of widely scattered, 
and even apparently contradictory, information.

Ethnohistorian

An ethnologist who uses 

historical documents to 

study how a particular cul-

ture has changed over time.

Current Research

Researcher at Work: Timothy Bromage

When Timothy Bromage was young, his parents took him to hear 

a lecture by the legendary paleoanthropologist Louis Leakey. He 

was not sure why they had driven so far and paid so much to 

hear the lecture nor why they had dragged him along, but he 

knows that visit started him on the way to becoming a paleoan-

thropologist himself. Decades later, Bromage’s lectures have un-

doubtedly inspired other young people to study the life histories 

of our ancient ancestors. He hopes future paleoanthropologists 

will also think outside the box of their discipline when they begin 

their research. That approach has led Bromage to major break-

throughs in his study of ancient teeth and facial bones.

In graduate school, Bromage was struck by the fact that fos-

sils were treated as static, as if age did not make a difference. Yet 

 humans—ancient and modern—change physically during their lives. 

Working with new methods and a scanning electron microscope at 

the University College London, Bromage found that it is possible 

to determine how ancient faces change as an organism matures. 

Different individuals die at different ages, but, in examining fossils, 

Bromage and his colleagues saw distinctive patterns of bone tissue 

forming and dissolving across the period of development. Working 

with specimens that were about 2 million years old, Bromage found 

that the hominins commonly referred to as australopithecines grew 

to adulthood in an apelike manner. The front parts of the skull built 

up tissue that grew into forward-jutting faces and jaws. Bromage 

found that a later group of hominins, the paranthropoids, had a pat-

tern of facial growth that resulted in a flatter face, more like the face 

of a modern human than that of the australopithecines.

Bromage has also looked at patterns of enamel deposition 

in ancient fossil teeth using similar techniques. Early hominin teeth 

are important specimens in paleoanthropology because they tend 

to survive well-preserved, which means they can be analyzed in 

much the same way as the teeth of recent humans. It has been 

known for some time that when children grow, tooth enamel is put 

down daily, but every 8 or 9 days there are substantial changes 

in tooth enamel formation. Why this happens was not well under-

stood. But Bromage and his colleagues have discovered that these 

rhythmic cycles may be a kind of systemic growth spurt. Bone 

and tissue (muscle and organs) grow at the same time, and heart 

and respiration rates increase, suggesting that our bodies have a 

metabolic clock that makes sure that cells divide and bones grow 

in time to accommodate growing organs. Smaller animals have 

shorter cycles. Comparisons with other primates have enabled 

Bromage to infer some life history differences in fossil forms. Such 

research shows the promise of the integrative approach Bromage 

favors. Working across disciplines and collaboratively adds to our 

knowledge of human evolution as well as to health research today.

Based on Bromage 2002; Lacruz, Rossi, and Bromage 2005, 

2006.

Sources: Timothy G. Bromage, New York University College of Dentistry, 

and Friedemann Schrenk, Senckenberg Research Institute, at their camp 

discussing the jaw fragment, UR 501, the oldest fossil representative of the 

genus Homo, which they recovered from Late Pliocene sediments in northern 

Malawi.  Photo by Thomas Ernsting.
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Ethnographic and ethnohistorical research are both very time-consuming, 
and it is rare for one person to study more than a few cultures. It is the role of the  
cross-cultural researcher (who may be a cultural anthropologist or some other kind of so-
cial  scientist) to discover general patterns across cultures—that is, what characteristics are 
universal, which traits vary and why, and what the consequences of the variability might 
be. They may ask such questions as: Why is there more gender inequality in some soci-
eties than in others? Is family violence related to aggression in other areas of life? What 
are the  effects of living in a very unpredictable environment? In testing possible answers 
to such questions, cross-cultural researchers use data from samples of cultures (usually 
described  initially by ethnographers) to try to arrive at explanations or relationships that 
hold across cultures. Archaeologists may find the results of cross-cultural research useful 
for making inferences about the past, particularly if they can discover material indicators 
of cultural variation.

Because ethnologists may be interested in many aspects of customary behavior 
and thought—from economic behavior to political behavior to styles of art, music, and 
 religion—ethnology overlaps with disciplines that concentrate on some particular aspect 
of human existence such as sociology, psychology, economics, political science, art, music, 
and  comparative religion. But the distinctive feature of cultural anthropology is its interest 
in how all these aspects of human existence vary from society to society, in all historical 
 periods, and in all parts of the world.

Applied (Practicing) Anthropology
All knowledge may turn out to be useful. In the physical and biological sciences, it is well 
understood that technological breakthroughs like DNA splicing, spacecraft docking in 
outer space, and the development of miniscule computer chips could not have taken place 
 without an enormous amount of basic research to uncover the laws of nature in the physical 
and  biological worlds. If we did not understand fundamental principles, the technological 
achievements we are so proud of would not be possible. Researchers are often driven simply 
by curiosity, with no thought to where the research might lead, which is why such research 
is sometimes called basic research. The same is true of the social sciences. If a  researcher 
finds out that societies with combative sports tend to have more wars, it may lead to other 
 inquiries about the relationships between one kind of aggression and another. The  knowledge 
acquired may ultimately lead to discovering ways to correct social problems such as family 
violence and war.

For much of anthropology’s history as a profession, anthropologists generally worked 
in academic institutions. But more and more, anthropologists are increasingly working 
 outside academia—today, probably more anthropologists work outside academia than 
in it.3 Applied or practicing anthropology is explicitly intended to make anthropologi-
cal knowledge useful.4 Practicing anthropologists, as practitioners of the subdiscipline 
increasingly call themselves, may be trained in any or all of the fields of anthropology. In 
contrast to basic researchers, who are almost always employed in colleges, universities, 
and museums,  applied anthropologists are commonly employed in settings outside tra-
ditional academia, including government agencies, international development agencies, 
private consulting firms, businesses, public health organizations, medical schools, law 
offices, community  development agencies, and charitable foundations.

Biological anthropologists may be called upon to give forensic evidence in court, or 
they may work in public health or design clothes and equipment to fit human anatomy. 
Archaeologists may be involved in preserving and exhibiting artifacts for museums and 
in doing contract work to find and preserve cultural sites that might be damaged by 
 construction or excavation. Linguists may work in bilingual educational training programs 
or on ways to improve communication. Ethnologists may work in a wide variety of applied 
projects ranging from community development, urban planning, health care, and agricul-
tural improvement to personnel and organizational management and assessment of the im-
pact of change programs on people’s lives.5

In the past two decades, the speed of globalization has created great changes in applied 
or practicing anthropology. Whereas the field used to be largely the province of Western—
and often colonizing—nations, it has since grown into a vital localized discipline all over 
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the world. In a number of countries, among them Russia, China, Mexico, Egypt, Ecuador, 
and Brazil, applied or practicing anthropology focused on solving practical social problems 
dominates over the research-driven four fields.6

Specialization
 1.6 Explain the ways in which anthropologists specialize within their fields of study.

As disciplines grow, they tend to develop more and more specialties. This trend is probably 
inevitable since, as knowledge accumulates and methods become more advanced, there is 
a limit to what any one person can reasonably master. Thus, in addition to the general divi-
sions we have outlined already, particular anthropologists tend to identify themselves with 
a variety of specializations. Anthropologists commonly have a geographic specialty, which 
may be as broad as Old World or New World or as narrow as the southwestern United States.  

Global Issues

Refugees Are a Global Social Problem 

The continuing turmoil in many countries throughout the world has 

created a flow of refugees that is much larger than ever before in 

world history. An estimated 140 million people became refugees in 

the 20th century. In 2015 alone, more than 65 million people were 

displaced, the highest number ever. More than half of the refugees 

in 2015 came from three countries—Afghanistan, Somalia, and 

Syria. In the past, thousands of people might have had to flee per-

secution and war. Now that refugees number in the many millions 

per year, the problems of how to minimize suffering and find long-

term solutions are more complex. Refugees (internally displaced 

persons) flee to other parts of the country, to neighboring countries, 

and some to countries on the other side of the world. In 2015, for 

example, more than a million refugees crossed the Mediterranean 

(often in overcrowded or inadequate boats) to reach Europe. Much 

of the burden of sheltering refugees falls to nearby countries. For 

example, nearly 5 million people have sought refuge in Iraq, Turkey, 

Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt from the Syrian conflict. Often, people 

are channeled into refugee camps where the United Nations and 

other international agencies try to find “durable” solutions. Voluntary 

repatriation is considered the ideal solution, but it requires that the 

conflict be over and that the home country is willing to protect and 

reintegrate those who have fled. The process, however, can be a 

long one, especially if conflict is protracted. Resettlement in other 

countries is another option, but not that many countries are willing 

to take in a large number of people. In 2015, almost twice as many 

refugees were repatriated as were resettled in other countries.

What is often not realized about refugees is that usually fami-

lies strategize about who stays and who goes. Persecution is real, 

but it takes resources to flee. That is, those who are better off in 

the first place have the best chance to flee the furthest. Those 

family members who get out may be able to channel money to 

other family members back home to help them leave.

Almost all people seeking refuge are fleeing conflict. Therefore, 

the ultimate answer to the problem of refugees has to be to prevent 

those conflicts in the first place or to minimize their escalation.

Some researchers are predicting that a whole new type of 

refugee problem will soon emerge—“climate change refugees.” 

With changes in climate, millions of people will be forced to leave 

their homes because of flooding or drought. The crisis is likely to 

be worse in developing countries that haven’t been able to com-

mit resources to adapt to climate changes. Migration may be the 

only choice for some nations like Tuvalu, which consists of low-

lying islands in the Pacific. One estimate is that by 2050, there will 

be more than 200 million climate refugees. The world has not only 

been slow to acknowledge climate change, but little has been 

done to plan for it. If there will be so many climate refugees, there 

will need to be some analogous mechanisms for coping with and 

resettling these refugees, just like some have developed for refu-

gees fleeing persecution.

Based on Van Hear 2004, 2006; UNHCR 2013; Biermann and Boas 

2010.

Kachin women gather as children play at a camp for internally 

displaced people in northern Kachin state, Myanmar.

Source: Gemunu Amarasinghe/AP Images
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Those who study the past (archaeologists or human paleontologists) may specialize in spe-
cific time periods. Ethnologists often specialize in specific subject matters in addition to one 
or two cultural areas. Just as most of the chapters in this book refer to broad subject spe-
cialties, so do some ethnologists identify themselves as economic anthropologists, political 
ant hropologists, or psychological anthropologists. Others may identify themselves by theo-
retical orientations, such as cultural ecologists, anthropologists who are concerned with the 
relationship between culture and the physical and social environments. These specialties 
are not mutually exclusive, however. A cultural ecologist, for example, might be interested 
in the effects of the environment on economic behavior, political behavior, or childrearing.

Does specialization isolate an anthropologist from other kinds of research? Not neces-
sarily. Some specialties have to draw on information from several fields, inside and outside 
anthropology. For example, medical anthropologists study the cultural and biological con-
texts of human health and illness. Therefore, they need to understand the economy, diet, and 
 patterns of social interaction as well as attitudes and beliefs regarding illness and health. 
They may also need to draw on research in human genetics, public health, and medicine.

The Relevance of Anthropology
 1.7 Communicate the relevance of anthropology.

Anthropology is a comparatively young discipline. Anthropologists only began to go to live 
with people in faraway places in the late 1800s. Compared to our knowledge of the physical 
laws of nature, we know much less about people, about how and why they behave as they 
do. That anthropology and other sciences dealing with humans began to develop only rela-
tively recently is not a sufficient reason for our knowing less than in the physical  sciences. 
Why, in our quest for knowledge of all kinds, did we wait so long to study ourselves? Leslie 
White has suggested that those phenomena most remote from us and least significant as 
determinants of human behavior were the first to be studied. The reason, he surmises, is 
that humans like to think of themselves as citadels of free will, subject to no laws of nature. 
Hence, White concludes, there is no need to see ourselves as objects to be explained.7

The idea that it is impossible to account for human behavior scientifically, either because 
our actions and beliefs are too individualistic and complex or because human beings are 
understandable only in otherworldly terms, is a self-fulfilling notion. We cannot discover 
principles explaining human behavior if we neither believe such principles exist nor bother 
to look for them. The result is ensured from the beginning; disbelief in principles of human 
behavior will be reinforced by the failure to find them. If we are to increase our understand-
ing of human beings, we first have to believe it is possible to do so.

If we aim to understand humans, it is essential that we study humans in all times and 
places. We must study ancient humans and modern humans. We must study their  cultures 
and their biology. How else can we understand what is true of humans generally or how 
they are capable of varying? If we study just our own society, we may come up only with 
explanations that are culture-bound, not general or applicable to most or all  humans. 
Anthropology is useful, then, to the degree that it contributes to our understanding of 
human beings everywhere.

In addition, anthropology is relevant because it helps us avoid misunderstandings 
 between peoples. If we can understand why other groups are different from ourselves, we 
might have less reason to condemn them for behavior that appears strange to us. We may 
then come to realize that many differences between peoples are products of physical and 
 cultural adaptations to different environments. For example, someone who first finds out 
about the !Kung as they lived in the Kalahari Desert of southern Africa in the 1950s might 
 assume that the !Kung were “backward.” (The exclamation point in the name !Kung  signifies 
one of the clicking sounds made with the tongue by speakers of the !Kung language.) The 
!Kung wore little clothing, had few possessions, lived in meager shelters, and enjoyed none 
of our technological niceties, such as radios and computers.

But let us reflect on how a typical North American community might react if it awoke 
to find itself in an environment similar to that in which the !Kung lived. People would 
find that the arid land makes both agriculture and animal husbandry impossible, and 
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they might have to think about adopting a nomadic existence. They might then discard 
many of their material possessions so that they could travel easily to take  advantage 
of changing water and food supplies. Because of the extreme heat and the lack of extra 
water for laundry, they might find it more practical to be almost naked than to wear 
clothes. They would undoubtedly find it impossible to build elaborate homes. For social 
security, they might start to share the food brought into the group. Thus, if they survived 
at all, they might end up looking and acting far more like the !Kung than like typical 
North Americans.

Physical differences, too, may be seen as results of adaptations to the environment. For 
example, in our society, we admire people who are tall and slim. If these same individuals 
were forced to live above the Arctic Circle, however, they might wish they could trade their 
tall, slim bodies for short, compact ones because stocky physiques conserve body heat more 
effectively and may therefore be more adaptive in cold climates.

Exposure to anthropology might also help to alleviate misunderstandings that 
arise  between people of different cultural groups from subtle causes operating below 
the level of consciousness. For example,  different cultures have different conceptions 
of eye contact during conversation. Whereas some people—North Americans, most 
Europeans, and Arabs, among them—expect to maintain eye contact during conversa-
tion, in Japanese culture the gaze is averted when  interacting with a superior or vener-
ated older person. North Americans may feel suspicious when someone does not look 
them in the eye when speaking. But in another culture that same direct gaze may be 
perceived as brazen. If our intolerance for others results in part from a lack of under-
standing of why peoples vary, then the knowledge that anthropologists accumulate may 
lessen that intolerance.8

As the world becomes increasingly interconnected or globalized, the importance of 
 understanding and trying to respect cultural and physical differences becomes more and 
more important. Minor misunderstandings can escalate quickly into more serious problems. 
Even when powerful countries think they are being helpful, they may convey that other 
countries are inferior. They may also unknowingly promote behaviors that are not in the 
best interest of the people they are trying to help. At the extreme, misunderstandings can 
lead to violent confrontations. In today’s world, going to war with modern weapons of mass 
destruction can kill more people than ever before.

Is understanding and respecting cultural and biological differences enough? Although 
education is undoubtedly useful, many anthropologists believe that more direct action is 
needed to solve real-world problems at both the global and local levels. At the global level, 
we have to deal with many types of violent conflict, climate change, degradation of the 
 environment, growing inequality between rich and poor countries, and major threats to 
health. At the local level, we have to grapple with whether particular development plans are 
advantageous and how to improve nutrition and health of particular societies. One  solution 
does not necessarily fit all—what is good for some may not be good for others in  different 
circumstances. To find out if some change will be advantageous requires careful study. Many 
ethical issues arise. Is it ethical to try to interfere with other people’s lives? Is it ethical not to, 
if they are suffering or ask for help?

Knowledge of our past may bring both a feeling of humility and a sense of accomplish-
ment. If we are to attempt to deal with the problems of our world, we must be aware of 
our vulnerability so that we do not think that problems will solve themselves. But we also 
have to think enough of our accomplishments to believe that we can find solutions to prob-
lems. Much of the trouble we get into may be a result of feelings of self-importance and 
 invulnerability—in short, our lack of humility. Knowing something about our evolutionary 
past may help us to understand and accept our place in the biological world. Just as for any 
other form of life, there is no guarantee that any particular human population, or even the 
entire human species, will perpetuate itself indefinitely. The earth changes, the environment 
changes, and humanity itself changes. What survives and flourishes in the present might not 
do so in the future.

Yet our vulnerability should not make us feel powerless. We have many reasons to 
feel confident about the future. Consider what we have accomplished so far. By means of 
tools and weapons fashioned from sticks and stones, we were able to hunt animals larger 
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Summary and Review

What Is Anthropology?
 1.1 Explain the general definition  and purpose  

of anthropology.

• Anthropology is a discipline of curiosity  
about human beings that seeks to understand  
both  universals and differences in  
human populations.

• Anthropology seeks answers to biological and 
 cultural questions about humans for both academic 
and practical purposes.

• Anthropology is distinct from other disciplines 
 concerned with human beings in its scope, its 
 holistic approach, and its distinctive curiosity.

The Scope of Anthropology
 1.2 Describe the scope of anthropology.

• The field of anthropology has a broad scope, both 
geographically and historically.

• Anthropologists are interested in all varieties of 
people in every part of the world.

• Anthropologists are interested in people of all 
 periods, from millions of years ago to the present.

• The broad scope of anthropology is required 
to  confirm that any suggested generalization 
about human beings, any explanation of some 
 characteristic of human culture or biology, is 
 applicable to many times and places of human 
 existence—not just a limited group.

The Holistic Approach
 1.3 Explain the holistic approach.

• Anthropologists study the many aspects  
of human experience as an integrated whole.

• Anthropologists look for patterns of traits  
and  attempt to explain them.

Anthropological Curiosity
 1.4 Explain anthropology’s distinctive curiosity.

• Anthropology’s distinctiveness lies principally  
in the kind of curiosity it arouses.

• Anthropologists tend to focus on typical 
 characteristics of the human populations  
they study rather than on individual variation  
or variation in small groups.

• Because anthropologists view human groups 
 holistically, their curiosity may lead them  
to find patterns of relationships between  
seemingly  unrelated characteristics.

Fields of Anthropology
 1.5 Differentiate among the five major  

fields of anthropology.

• Anthropology comprises two broad  
classifications of subject matter:  
biological (physical) anthropology  
and cultural anthropology.

• Biological anthropology poses questions about 
the emergence of humans and their later 
 evolution  (paleontology) and about how and why 
 contemporary human populations vary biologically 
(human variation).

• Cultural anthropology is the study of how and why 
cultures in the past and present vary or are similar 
in terms of the ways that a particular population or 
society thinks and behaves.

and more powerful than ourselves. We discovered how to make fire, and we learned to 
use it to keep ourselves warm and to cook our food. As we domesticated plants and 
animals, we gained greater control over our food supply and were able to establish more 
permanent settlements. We mined and smelted ores to fashion more durable tools. We 
built cities and irrigation systems, monuments and ships. We made it possible to travel 
from one continent to another in a single day. We conquered some illnesses and pro-
longed human life.

In short, human beings and their cultures have changed considerably over the course of 
history. Human populations have often been able to adapt to changing circumstances. Let us 
hope that humans continue to adapt to the challenges of the present and future.
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• Cultural anthropology includes three subfields: 
 archaeology, linguistics, and ethnology (often called 
cultural anthropology).

• A fifth subfield, applied or practicing anthropology, 
cuts across all four subfields.

• The purpose of applied (or practicing)  anthropology 
is explicitly to make anthropological knowledge 
 useful. Practicing anthropologists may be trained in 
any or all of the fields of anthropology.

Specialization
 1.6 Explain ways in which anthropologists specialize 

within their fields of study.

• Anthropologists specialize by focusing on a geo-
graphic area; a period of time; particular subject 
matter such as economics, politics, or psychology; or 
particular theoretical orientations.

• Anthropologists might have more than one 
specialization.

The Relevance of Anthropology
 1.7 Communicate the relevance of anthropology.

• Anthropology is a young discipline, beginning in 
the late 1800s. Initially, especially among Westerners, 
there was resistance to the idea of accounting for 
human behavior scientifically.

• Anthropology considers both culture  and biology 
of humans in all times and places. Anthropology is 
useful to the degree that it contributes to our  
understanding of human beings everywhere.

• In addition, anthropology is relevant because it 
helps to avoid misunderstandings between  
peoples. If those in one culture can understand  
why other groups are different from them, they 
might have less reason to condemn others for  
behavior that appears strange.

• As the world becomes increasingly interconnected 
or globalized, the importance of understanding and 
trying to respect cultural and physical differences 
becomes more and more important.

Think on it
1. Why study anthropology? What are its goals, and how is it useful?

2. How does anthropology differ from other fields you have encountered 
that deal with humans? (Compare with psychology, sociology, political 
science, history, or biology, among others.)

3. Compare the two anthropologists featured in this chapter. What do their 
stories have in common?

4. How might the knowledge gained from anthropology be both 

humbling and empowering?

Source: THEPALMER/E+/Getty Images



Chapter 2

Culture and Culture  
Change

 2.1 Discuss the concept of culture as used in 
anthropology, its salient properties, and 
controversies surrounding the concept of 
culture.

 2.2 Describe direct and indirect cultural 
constraints and how they relate to  
norms.

 2.3 Identify attitudes that hinder the study of 
cultures.

 2.4 Critically assess the concept of cultural 
relativism.

 2.5 Describe the methods by which 
anthropologists describe cultures.

 2.6 Explain why culture is integrated, 
patterned, and cumulative.

 2.7 Describe and give examples of how 
cultures change through discovery and 
invention, diffusion, and acculturation.

 2.8 Relate culture change to the process of 
adaptation to a changing environment.

 2.9 Evaluate the problems and opportunities 
posed by globalization.

 2.10 Describe and give examples of ethnogenesis, 
or the emergence of new cultures.

 2.11 Characterize what anthropologists predict 
about future cultural diversity.

Learning Objectives
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P
erhaps all of us consider ourselves to be unique, with a set of opinions, preferences, 
habits, and quirks distinct from anyone else’s. Indeed, all individuals are unique, 
and yet most people also share a set of preferences, beliefs, and habits that charac-

terize the society in which they live. People who live in North America, for example, are 
likely to feel that eating dog meat is wrong, believe that bacteria or viruses cause illness, 
and habitually sleep on a bed that consists of a mattress supported on some kind of base. 
Such shared ideas and behaviors are part of what anthropologists mean when they refer to 
culture. Most people rarely question their shared assumptions and traits until they encoun-
ter others who have quite different beliefs and customs. Thus, North Americans may never 
consider the possibility of eating dog meat until they learn it is commonly eaten in some 
societies. (Likewise, people in some other societies may be equally repelled or consider 
taboo some kinds of meat that North Americans eat.) North Americans may realize their 
belief in germs is cultural once they see that people in some societies believe witchcraft 
or evil spirits cause illness. They may understand that sleeping on a bed is a custom when 
they learn people in many societies sleep on the floor or on the ground and, indeed, cook 
and converse sitting on the floor or ground. When people start to compare and contrast 
other cultures with their own to learn how they are different, they are beginning to think 
anthropologically. In fact, anthropology began as a profession when Europeans began to 
explore and move to faraway places, and they were confronted with the striking facts of 
cultural variation.

Anthropologists also want to understand how and why cultures change. Most of us are 
aware that “times have changed,” especially when we compare our lives with those of our 
parents. Some of the most dramatic changes have occurred in women’s roles and in atti-
tudes about sex and marriage. Advances in technology have also led to cultural changes that 
could not have been foreseen. Culture change is not unusual; throughout history, humans 
have replaced or altered customary behaviors and attitudes as their needs changed. Just as 
no individual is immortal, no particular cultural pattern is impervious to change. Culture 
change may be gradual or rapid. Within the last 600 years or so, the pace of change has ac-
celerated, largely because of contact between different societies. Exploration, colonization, 
trade, and more recently multinational business, the Internet, and social media have led to 
an economic and cultural interconnectedness among the world’s cultures that we call glo-
balization. Anthropologists want to assess not only the impact of these changes on cultures 
but what they mean for the future of cultural diversity.

Defining Culture
 2.1 Discuss the concept of culture as used in anthropology, its salient properties, 

and controversies surrounding the concept of culture.

In everyday usage, the word culture had long referred to a desirable quality we can acquire 
by attending a sufficient number of plays and concerts and visiting art museums and gal-
leries. But today the anthropological meaning of the term may be more common. People 
now routinely refer to a particular society’s culture, such as American culture, a subgroup’s 
culture, such as Chinese American, or a transcultural phenomenon, such as “youth culture” 
and “online culture.” In each case, culture refers, as Ralph Linton explained, “to the total way 
of life,” from the most mundane activities, such as washing dishes, to the more profound 
aspects of life, such as raising a child. From the point of view of the social scientist, then, 
“every human being is cultured, in the sense of participating in some culture or other.”1

Linton emphasized common habits and behaviors in what he considered culture, but 
the totality of life also includes not just what people do but also how they commonly think 
and feel. As we define it here, culture is the set of learned behaviors and ideas (including be-
liefs, attitudes, values, and ideals) that are characteristic of a particular society or other social 
group. Behaviors can also produce products or material culture—things such as houses, mu-
sical instruments, and tools that are the products of customary behavior. In anthropology, all 
aspects of culture are important.

Although groups from families to societies share cultural traits, anthropologists have 
traditionally been concerned with the cultural characteristics of societies. Many 

Culture
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anthropologists define a society as a group of people who occupy a particular territory and 
speak a common language not generally understood by neighboring peoples. By this defini-
tion, societies may or may not correspond to countries. There are many countries— 
particularly newer ones—that have within their boundaries different peoples speaking 
 mutually unintelligible languages. By our definition of society, such countries are composed 
of many different societies and therefore many cultures. Also, by our definition of society, 
some societies may include more than one country. For example, we would have to say that 
Canada and the United States form a single society because the two groups generally speak 
English, live next to each other, and share many common ideas and behaviors. That is why 
we refer to “North American culture.” The terms society and culture are not synonymous. 
Society refers to a group of people; culture refers to the learned and shared behaviors, ideas, 
characteristic of those people. As we will discuss shortly, we also have to be careful to de-
scribe culture as of a particular time period; what is characteristic of one time may not be 
characteristic of another.

Culture Is Commonly Shared
If only one person thinks or does a certain thing, that thought or action represents a 
 personal habit, not a pattern of culture. For a thought or action to be considered cultural, 
some social group must commonly share it. We usually share many behaviors and ideas 
with our families and friends. We commonly share cultural characteristics with those 
whose ethnic or regional origins, religious affiliations, and occupations are the same as or 
similar to our own. We share certain practices and ideas with most people in our society. 
We also share some cultural traits with people beyond our society who have similar in-
terests (such as rules for international sporting events) or similar roots (as do the various 
English-speaking nations).

When we talk about the commonly shared customs of a society, which constitute the 
traditional and central concern of cultural anthropology, we are referring to a culture. When 
we talk about the commonly shared customs of a group within a society, which are a central 
concern of sociologists and increasingly of concern to anthropologists, we are referring to a 
subculture. When we study the commonly shared customs of some group that includes dif-
ferent societies, we usually qualify the term; for example, we may call or refer to the cultural 
characteristics of societies in or derived from Europe as Western culture, or the presumed 
cultural characteristics of poor people the world over as the culture of poverty.

Even when anthropologists refer to something as cultural, there is always individual 
variation, and not everyone in a society shares a particular cultural characteristic of that 
society. It is cultural in North American society, for example, for adults to live apart from 
their parents. But not all adults in the society do so, nor do all adults wish to do so. The 
custom is considered cultural because most adults practice it. In every society studied by 
 anthropologists—in the simplest as well as the most complex—individuals do not all think 
and act the same.2 Indeed, individual variation is a major source of new culture.3

Culture Is Learned
Not all things shared generally by a group are cultural. Typical hair color is not cultural, 
nor is the act of eating. For something to be considered cultural, it must be learned as 
well as shared. A typical hair color (unless dyed) is not cultural because it is genetically 
determined. Humans eat because they must; but what and when and how they eat are 
learned and vary from culture to culture. That food preferences are cultural is especially 
apparent in which meats a society believes are acceptable to eat. In 2013, the discovery 
in Europe that ground meat sold as beef also contained horsemeat was greeted with hor-
ror. The British, perhaps because they have a high regard for the horse and view horses 
as pets—that is, with particular familiarity—were especially horrified.4 Yet horsemeat is 
considered a delicacy in some parts of Europe and Central Asia. North Americans may 
be slightly less repelled by the idea of horsemeat, but they generally react with the same 
horror to eating dog meat.

Guinea pigs, another American household pet, are a common meat in the Andes  dating 
back to the Incas and have recently been introduced in a few Peruvian restaurants in the 
United States.5 Is there less aversion to eating guinea pigs than dogs? It appears that there 
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may be, perhaps because dogs have been domesticated for a very long time and are often 
“part of the family.” There is a culture somewhere that avoids every kind of meat North 
Americans commonly eat. Muslim, Jewish, and Hindu cultures reject pork meat because 
of religious laws, although why their religions have a pork taboo is still a matter of  debate. 
Many Cushitic-speaking pastoral groups in northeastern Africa reject fish and disapprove 
of neighboring groups that eat seafood. Meanwhile, some sub-Saharan pastoralists and 
some cultures in Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands keep cocks to wake them in the 
morning and raise chickens for spiritual rites, such as sacrifice and divination, but will not 
eat the fowl or its eggs. Hindus are generally vegetarian but are especially repelled by the 
idea of eating beef, for they view the cow as sacred.6 What accounts for these food pref-
erences and aversions? We know some of the reasons given: religious taboos, age-old 
 superstitions or myths, unfamiliarity, or too much familiarity. And scholars debate their 
historical and psychological roots. We only know for sure that they are cultural and there-
fore learned behaviors.

To some extent, all animals exhibit learned behaviors, some of which most 
 individuals in a population may share and may therefore be considered cultural. But 
different animal species vary in the degree to which their shared behaviors are learned 
or instinctive. The sociable ants, for instance, despite all their patterned social behavior, 
do not appear to have much, if any, culture. They divide their labor, construct their nests, 
form their raiding columns, and carry off their dead—all without having been taught to 
do so and without imitating the behavior of other ants. Our closest biological relatives, 
the monkeys and the apes, not only learn a wide variety of behaviors on their own, they 
also learn from each other. Some of their learned responses are as basic as those involved 
in maternal care; others are as frivolous as the taste for candy. Frans de Waal reviewed 
seven long-term studies of chimpanzees and identified at least 39 behaviors that were 
clearly learned from others.7 If shared and socially learned, these behaviors could be 
described as cultural.

The proportion of an animal’s life span occupied by childhood roughly reflects the 
degree to which the animal depends on learned behavior for survival. Monkeys and 
apes have relatively long childhoods compared to other animals. Humans have by far 
the longest childhood of any animal, reflecting our great dependence on learned be-
havior. Although humans may acquire much learned behavior by trial and error and 
imitation, as do monkeys and apes, most human ideas and behaviors are learned from 
others. Much of it is probably acquired with the aid of spoken, symbolic language. Using 
language, a human parent can describe a snake and tell a child that a snake is danger-
ous and should be avoided. If symbolic language did not exist, the parent would have 
to wait until the child actually saw a snake and then, through example, show the child 
that such a creature is to be avoided. Without language, we probably could not transmit 
or receive information so efficiently and rapidly, and thus would not be heir to so rich 
and varied a culture.

To sum up, we may say that something is cultural if it is a learned behavior or 
idea  (belief, attitude, value, ideal) that the members of a society or other social group 
generally share.

Controversies About the Concept of Culture
Not all anthropologists define culture as we do here. We have included learned and shared 
behaviors as well as ideas. Cognitive anthropologists are most likely to say that culture 
 refers not to behaviors but to the rules and ideas behind them, and that culture therefore 
resides in people’s heads.8 Although every individual will have slightly different constructs 
based in part on their own unique experiences, many people in a society share many of the 
same experiences, and therefore they will share many ideas. It is those shared ideas that cog-
nitive anthropologists describe as culture. Whether or not you include behavior as part of 
culture, both views of culture assume that there will be individual variation, and it is up to 
the anthropologist to discern the shared nature of culture. Individual variation is the source 
of new culture.

Another view of culture is that it is an entity, a force, that profoundly affects the 
 individuals who live within its influence. The most extreme version of this view, one that 
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was more acceptable in the past, holds that culture has a “life” of its own that could be stud-
ied without much regard for individuals at all.9 People are born blank slates, it is  argued, 
and culture puts its stamp on each generation. There are a number of problems with viewing 
culture as having a life of its own. First, where does it reside exactly? Second, if individuals 
do not matter, what are the mechanisms of culture change?

People sometimes behave differently when they are in social groups rather than alone. 
Violent mob behavior is an extreme but telling example. People who would never dream of 
behaving badly sometimes find themselves doing so to go along with a group. Taking part 
in a collective ritual that gives a person a feeling of “oneness” is another example of how 
group behavior can be transformative. If people do or feel things in groups that they would 
not do alone, we need to look at behavior, as well as the rules or ideas in people’s heads, in 
describing a culture. Therefore, in contrast to many cognitive anthropologists, we define 
culture as including both behavior and the products of behavior.

Cultural Constraints
 2.2 Describe direct and indirect cultural constraints and how they relate to norms.

The noted French sociologist Émile Durkheim stressed that culture is something  outside 
us that exerts a strong coercive power on us and constrains our actions and beliefs. 
Because we generally conform to our culture, we are not always aware of being con-
strained by its standards and rules for acceptable behavior.10 Social scientists refer to 
these standards or rules as norms. Some recent research suggests that people may in fact 
be biased toward normative information. When a group of undergraduates were asked to 
read texts about Tikopians, whose culture they knew little about, they were more likely to 
remember a fact if it was presented as “traditional,” “practiced by everyone,” or a “cus-
tom.”11 The importance of a norm usually can be judged by how members of a society 
respond when it is violated.

Cultural constraints are of two basic types, direct and indirect. Naturally, the direct 
constraints are the more obvious. For example, if you have a loud argument in a res-
taurant, you are likely to attract disapproval, an indirect constraint, but if the argument 
turns into a physical fight, you may be arrested for disturbing the peace, which is a 
 direct constraint.

Although indirect forms of cultural constraint are less obvious than direct ones, they 
are usually no less effective. Durkheim illustrated this point when he wrote, “I am not 
obliged to speak French with my fellow-countrymen, nor to use the legal currency, but 
I cannot possibly do otherwise. If I tried to escape this necessity, my attempt would fail 
 miserably.”12 In other words, if Durkheim had decided he would rather speak Icelandic 
than French, nobody would have tried to stop him. But hardly anyone would have un-
derstood him either. And although he would not have been put into prison for trying to 
buy groceries with Icelandic money, he would have had difficulty convincing the local 
merchants to sell him food.

In a series of classic experiments on conformity, Solomon Asch revealed how strong 
 social pressure can be. Asch coached the majority of a group of college students to give delib-
erately incorrect answers to questions involving visual stimuli. A “critical subject,” the one 
student in the room who was not so coached, had no idea that the other participants would 
purposely misinterpret the evidence presented to them. Asch found that, in one-third of the 
experiments, the critical subjects consistently gave incorrect answers, seemingly allowing 
their own correct perceptions to be distorted by the obviously incorrect statements of the 
others. In another 40 percent of the experiments, the critical subject yielded to the opinion 
of the group some of the time.13 These studies have been replicated in the United States and 
elsewhere. Some societies, particularly those stressing the collectivity of the group, show 
higher conformity effects. However, while overall conformity has gone down over time, 
most studies show some effect of conformity.14 Most individuals still do not give in to the 
wishes of the majority, but a recent study using MRIs has shown that perceptions can actu-
ally be altered if participants consciously alter their answers to conform to others.15 The ef-
fect may be short-lived though. Follow-up research suggests that the alteration of  perception 
may only last three days.16
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Attitudes That Hinder the Study 
of Cultures
 2.3 Identify attitudes that hinder the study of cultures.

Many of the Europeans who first traveled to faraway places were shocked and offended 
by customs they observed, which is not surprising. People commonly feel that their own 
behaviors and attitudes are the correct ones and that people who do not share those pat-
terns are immoral or inferior.17 For example, most North Americans would react negatively 
to child betrothal, a kind of arranged marriage, but not question their own practice of dat-
ing a series of potential partners before selecting one. When we judge other cultures solely 
in terms of our own culture we are being ethnocentric—that is, we hold an attitude called 
ethnocentrism.

Our own customs and ideas may appear bizarre or barbaric to an observer from another 
society. Hindus in India, for example, would consider our custom of eating beef disgusting. 
In their culture, the cow is a sacred animal and may not be slaughtered for food. In many 
societies, a baby is almost constantly carried by someone, in someone’s lap, or asleep next 
to others.18 People in such societies may think it is cruel of us to leave babies alone for long 
periods of time, often in devices that resemble cages (cribs and playpens). Even our most 
ordinary customs—the daily rituals we take for granted—might seem thoroughly absurd 
when viewed from an outside perspective. An observer of our society might justifiably take 
notes on certain strange behaviors that seem quite ordinary to us, as the following descrip-
tion shows:

The daily body ritual performed by everyone includes a mouth-rite. Despite the fact that these 

people are so punctilious about the care of the mouth, this rite involves a practice which strikes 

the uninitiated stranger as revolting. It was reported to me that the ritual consists of inserting 

a small bundle of hog hairs into the mouth, along with certain magical powders, and then mov-

ing the bundle in a highly formalized series of gestures. In addition to the private mouth-rite, 

the people seek out a holy-mouth man once or twice a year. These practitioners have an impres-

sive set of paraphernalia, consisting of a variety of augers, awls, probes, and prods. The use of 

these objects in the exorcism of the evils of the mouth involves almost unbelievable  ritual torture 

of the client. The holy-mouth man opens the client’s mouth and, using the above- mentioned 

tools, enlarges any holes which decay may have created in teeth. Magical materials are put into 

these holes. If there are no naturally occurring holes in the teeth, large sections of one or more 

teeth are gouged out so that the supernatural substance can be applied. In the client’s view, the 

purpose of these ministrations is to arrest decay and to draw friends. The extremely sacred and 

traditional character of the rite is evident in the fact that the natives return to the holy-mouth 

man year after year, despite the fact that their teeth continue to decay.19
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Societies vary in their acceptance of an elderly person living apart from family. In the United States and in the UK, it is fairly common for 

an elderly person to live alone or in a facility with nonfamily members. But in societies where the elderly, such as this great grandmother in 

central Poland, regularly live with family, having the elderly live alone may be viewed quite negatively.

Source: Skjold Photographs/The Image Works; De Visu/Fotolia
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We are likely to protest that to understand the behaviors of a particular society—in this 
case, our own—the observer must try to find out what the people in that society say about 
why they do things. For example, the observer might find out that periodic visits to the 
“holy-mouth man” are for medical, not magical, purposes. Indeed, the observer, after some 
questioning, might discover that the “mouth-rite” has no sacred or religious connotations 
whatsoever. Actually, Horace Miner, the author of the passage on the “daily rite ritual,” was 
not a foreigner. An American, he described the “ritual” the way he did to show how the be-
haviors involved might be interpreted by an outside observer.

Ethnocentrism hinders our understanding of the customs of other people and, at the 
same time, keeps us from understanding our own customs. If we think that everything we 
do is best, we are not likely to ask why we do what we do or why “they” do what “they” do.

We may not always glorify our own culture. Other ways of life may sometimes seem 
more appealing. Whenever we are weary of the complexities of civilization, we may long 
for a way of life that is “closer to nature” or “simpler” than our own. For instance, a young 
North American whose parent is holding two or three jobs just to provide the family with 
bare necessities might briefly be attracted to the lifestyle of the !Kung of the Kalahari Desert 
in the 1950s. The !Kung shared their food and therefore were often free to engage in leisure 
activities during the greater part of the day. They obtained all their food by men hunting ani-
mals and women gathering wild plants. Because they had no facilities for refrigeration, shar-
ing a large freshly killed animal was clearly more sensible than hoarding meat that would 
soon rot. Moreover, the sharing provided a kind of social security system for the !Kung. If 
a hunter was unable to catch an animal on a certain day, he could obtain food for himself 
and his family from someone else in his band. Then, at some later date, the game he caught 
would provide food for the family of another, unsuccessful hunter. This system of sharing 
also ensured that people too young or too old to help with collecting food would still be fed.

Could we learn from the !Kung? Perhaps we could in some respects, but we must not 
glorify their way of life either or think that their way of life might be easily imported into 
our own society. Other aspects of !Kung life would not appeal to many North Americans. 
For example, when the nomadic !Kung decided to move their camps, they had to carry all 
the family possessions, substantial amounts of food and water, and all young children below 
age 4 or 5. This is a sizable burden to carry for any distance. The nomadic !Kung traveled 
about 1,500 miles in a single year and, understandably, families had few possessions.20

Both ethnocentrism and its opposite, the glorification of other cultures, hinder effective 
anthropological study.

Cultural Relativism
 2.4 Critically assess the concept of cultural relativism.

Early thinkers on human evolution tended to think of Western cultures as being at the 
 highest or most progressive stage of evolution. Not only were these ideas based on poor evi-
dence of the details of world ethnography, they also seemed to be ethnocentric glorifications 
of Western culture. The influential anthropologist Franz Boas and many of his students—
such as Ruth Benedict, Melville Herskovits, and Margaret Mead—-rejected the view that 
cultures progressed through stages of civilization.21 They stressed that the early evolution-
ists did not sufficiently understand the details of the cultures they theorized about, nor the 
context in which these customs appeared. Challenging the attitude that Western cultures 
were obviously superior, the Boasians insisted that a society’s customs and ideas should be 
described objectively and understood in the context of that society’s problems and oppor-
tunities. This approach is known as cultural relativism. Does cultural relativism mean that 
the actions of another society, or of our own, should not be judged? Does our insistence on 
objectivity mean that anthropologists should not make moral judgments about the cultural 
phenomena they observe and try to explain? Does it mean that anthropologists should not 
try to bring about change? Not necessarily.

Although the concept of cultural relativism remains an important anthropological tenet, 
today many anthropologists make a distinction between keeping an open mind when study-
ing other cultures and being morally relativistic—that is, suspending all judgment about be-
haviors they believe to be wrong. What if, for example, a culture practices slavery, violence 
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against women, torture, or genocide? If the strong doctrine of relativism is adhered to, then 
these cultural practices are not to be judged, and we should not try to eliminate them. A 
more measured form of cultural relativism asserts that anthropologists should strive for 
objectivity in describing a people and should be wary of superficial or quick judgment in 
their attempts to understand the reasons for cultural behavior. Tolerance should be the basic 
mode unless there is strong reason to behave otherwise.22 As Michael Brown concludes, 
cultural relativism is less a comprehensive theory than a useful rule of thumb that keeps an-
thropologists alert to perspectives in other cultures that might challenge their own cultural 
beliefs about what is true.23

Human Rights and Relativism
The news increasingly reports behaviors that Western countries consider to be violations of 
human rights. Examples range from jailing people for expressing certain political ideas to 
ethnic massacre. But faced with criticism from the West, people in other parts of the world 
are saying that the West should not dictate its ideas about human rights to other countries. 
Indeed, many countries say they have different codes of ethics. Are the Western countries 
ethnocentric by taking their own cultural ideas and applying them to the rest of the world? 
Should we instead rely on the strong version of the concept of cultural relativism, consider-
ing each culture on its own terms? If we do that, it may not be possible to create a universal 
standard of human rights.

What we do know is that all cultures have ethical standards, but they do not emphasize 
the same things. For example, some cultures emphasize individual political rights; others 
emphasize political order. Some cultures emphasize protection of individual property; oth-
ers emphasize the sharing or equitable distribution of resources. People in the United States 
may have freedom to dissent, but they can be deprived of health insurance or food if they 
lack the money to buy them. Cultures also vary markedly in the degree to which they have 
equal rights for minorities and women. In some societies, women are killed when a husband 
dies or when they disobey a father or brother.

Some anthropologists argue strongly against cultural relativism. For example, Elizabeth 
Zechenter says that cultural relativists claim there are no universal principles of morality but 
insist on tolerance for all cultures. If tolerance is one universal principle, why shouldn’t there 
be others? In addition, she points out that the concept of cultural relativism is often used to 
justify traditions desired by the dominant and powerful in a society. She points to a case in 
1996, in Algeria, where two teenage girls were raped and murdered because they violated the 
fundamentalist edict against attending school. Are those girls any less a part of the culture 
than the fundamentalists? Would it make any difference if most Algerian women supported 
the murders? Would that make it right? Zechenter does not believe that international treaties, 
such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, impose uniformity among diverse cul-
tures. Rather, they seek to create a floor below which no society is supposed to fall.24

Can the concept of cultural relativism be reconciled with the concept of an international 
code of human rights? Probably not completely. Paul Rosenblatt recognizes the dilemma 
but nonetheless thinks that something has to be done to stop torture and “ethnic cleansing,” 
among other practices. He makes the case that “to the extent that it is easier to persuade 
people whose viewpoints and values one understands, relativism can be a tool for change . . .  
a relativist’s awareness of the values and understanding of the elite makes it easier to know 
what arguments would be persuasive. For example, in a society in which the group rather 
than the individual has great primacy, it might be persuasive to show how respect for indi-
vidual rights benefits the group.”25

Describing a Culture
 2.5 Describe the methods by which anthropologists describe cultures.

If all individuals are unique and all cultures have some internal variation, how do 
 anthropologists discover what may be cultural? Understanding what is cultural involves 
two parts—separating what is shared from what is individually variable, and  understanding 
whether common behaviors and ideas are learned.
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To understand better how an anthropologist might make sense of diverse behaviors, let 
us examine the diversity at a professional football game in the United States. When peo-
ple attend a football game, various members of the crowd behave differently while “The 
Star-Spangled Banner” is being played. As they stand and listen, some people remove their 
hats; a child munches popcorn; a veteran of the armed forces stands at attention; a teenager 
searches the crowd for a friend; and the coaches take a final opportunity to fire up their team. 
Yet, despite these individual variations, most of the people at the game respond in a basi-
cally similar manner: Nearly everyone stands silently, facing the flag. Moreover, if you go to 
several football games, you will observe that many aspects of the event are notably similar. 
Although the plays will vary from game to game, the rules of the game are never different, 
and although the colors of the uniforms differ by teams, the players never appear on the field 
dressed in swimsuits.

Although the variations in individual reactions to a given stimulus are theoretically lim-
itless, in fact they tend to fall within easily recognizable limits. A child listening to the anthem 
may continue to eat popcorn but will probably not do a rain dance. Similarly, the coaches are 
unlikely to react to that same stimulus by running onto the field and embracing the singer. 
Variations in behavior, then, are confined within socially acceptable limits, and part of the 
anthropologists’ goals is to find out what those limits are. They may note, for example, that 
some limitations on behavior have a practical purpose: A spectator who disrupts the game 
by wandering onto the field would be required to leave. Other limitations are purely tradi-
tional. In our society, it is considered proper for a man to remove his overcoat if he becomes 
overheated, but others would undoubtedly frown upon his removing his trousers even if the 
weather were quite warm. Using observation and interviewing, anthropologists discover the 
customs and the ranges of acceptable behavior that characterize the society under study.

If an anthropologist observes dancing in mainstream North American culture, she or he will note that 

dancing commonly involves a pair, usually a male and female, but group dances such as the rave shown 

here are particularly popular among young people. Yet usually individuals or couples will not simply imitate 

those around them but will create different patterns of movements and steps.

Source: John Lund/Blend Images/Getty Images
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Similarly, anthropologists interested in describing courtship 
and marriage in our  society would encounter a variety of behaviors. 
Dating couples vary in where they go (coffee shops, movies, restau-
rants, bowling alleys), what behaviors they engage in on dates, and 
how long they date before they split up or move on to more serious 
relationships. If they decide to marry, ceremonies may be simple or 
elaborate and involve either religious or secular rituals. Despite this 
variability, the anthropologists would begin to detect certain regulari-
ties in courting practices. Although couples may do many different 
things on their first and subsequent dates, they nearly always arrange 
the dates by themselves; they try to avoid their parents when on dates; 
they often manage to find themselves alone at the end of a date; they 
put their lips together frequently; and so forth. After a series of more 
and more closely spaced encounters, a man and a woman may decide 
to declare themselves publicly as a couple, either by announcing that 
they are engaged or by revealing that they are living together or in-
tend to do so. Finally, if the two of them decide to marry, they must in 
some way have their union recorded by the civil authorities.

In our society, a person who wishes to marry cannot com-
pletely disregard the  customary patterns of courtship. If a man 
saw a woman on the street and decided he wanted to marry her, 
he could conceivably choose a quicker and more direct form of ac-
tion than the usual dating procedure. He could get on a horse, ride 
to the woman’s home, snatch her up in his arms, and gallop away 
with her. In Sicily, until the last few decades, such a couple would 
have been considered legally married, even if the woman had never 
met the man before or had no intention of marrying. But in North 
American society, any man who acted in such a fashion would be 
 arrested and jailed for kidnapping and would probably have his 
sanity  challenged. Although individual behaviors may vary, most 
social behavior falls within culturally acceptable limits.

In the course of observing and interviewing, anthropologists 
also try to distinguish  actual behavior from the ideas about how 
people in particular situations ought to feel and behave. In everyday 
terms, we speak of these ideas as ideals; in anthropology, we refer 
to them as ideal cultural traits. Ideal cultural traits may differ from 
actual behavior because the ideal is based on the way society used 

to be. (Consider the ideal of “free enterprise,” that industry should be totally free of govern-
mental regulation.) Other ideals may never have been actual patterns and may represent 
merely what people would like to see as correct behavior. Consider the idealized belief, 
long cherished in North America, that everybody is “equal before the law,” that everybody 
should be treated in the same way by the police and courts. Of course, we know that this is 
not always true. The rich, for example, may receive less jail time and be sent to nicer prisons. 
Nevertheless, the ideal is still part of our culture; most of us continue to believe that the law 
should be applied equally to all.

When dealing with customs that are overt or highly visible within a society—for 
 example, the custom of sending children to school—an investigator can determine the 
 existence of such practices by direct observation and by interviewing a few knowledgeable 
people. But when dealing with a domain of behavior that may include many individual 
variations, or when the people studied are unaware of their pattern of behavior and cannot 
answer questions about it, the anthropologist may need to collect information from a larger 
sample of individuals to establish the cultural trait.

One example of a cultural trait that most people in a society are not aware of is how far 
apart people stand when they are having a conversation. Yet there is considerable reason 
to believe that unconscious cultural rules govern such behavior. These rules become obvi-
ous when we interact with people who have different rules. We may experience consider-
able discomfort when another person stands too close (indicating too much intimacy) or 
too far (indicating unfriendliness). Often, we interpret that behavior as individual behavior 

Distance between people conversing varies cross-culturally. 

The faces of the Rajput Indian men on the top are much 

closer than the faces of the American women on the bottom.

Source: Jeremy Horner/Corbis/VCG/Getty Images; Rido/Fotolia
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without realizing that the person is actually following his or 
her cultural rules. Within Europe, for example, there seems to 
be a gradient from north to south. Northern Europeans tend 
to stand further apart, and southern Europeans stand closer.26

If we wanted to arrive at the cultural rule for conversa-
tional distance between casual acquaintances, we could study 
a sample of individuals from a society and determine the modal 

response, or mode. The mode is a statistical term that refers to 
the most frequently encountered response in a given series of 
responses. So, for the North American pattern of casual con-
versational distance, we would plot the actual distance for 
many  observed pairs of people. Some pairs may be 2 feet apart, 
some 2.5, and some 4 feet apart. If we count the number of 
times every particular distance is observed, these counts pro-
vide what we call a frequency distribution. The distance with the 
highest frequency is the modal pattern. Very often, the frequency 
distribution takes the form of a bell-shaped curve, as shown in 
Figure 2.1. There, the characteristic measured is plotted on the 
horizontal axis (in this case, the distance between conversa-
tional pairs), and the number of times each distance is observed (its frequency) is plotted on 
the vertical axis. If we were to plot how a sample of North American casual conversational 
pairs is distributed, we would probably get a bell-shaped curve that peaks at around 3 feet.27 
Is it any wonder, then, that we sometimes speak of keeping others “at arm’s length”?

Although we may be able to discover by interviews and  observation that a behavior, 
thought, or feeling is widely shared within a society, how do we establish that something 
commonly shared is learned, and therefore cultural? Establishing that something is or is not 
learned may be difficult. Because children are not reared apart from adult caretakers, the be-
haviors they exhibit as part of their genetic inheritance are not clearly separated from those 
they learn from others around them. We suspect that particular behaviors and ideas are largely 
learned if they vary from society to society. We also suspect genetic influences when particular 
behaviors or ideas are found in all societies. For example, children the world over seem to 
acquire language at about the same age and progress through similar stages. These facts sug-
gest that human children have certain genetic capacities for language acquisition. However, 
the particular languages spoken by people in different societies show considerable variability. 
This variability suggests that particular languages have to be learned. Similarly, if the court-
ship patterns of one society differ markedly from those of another, we can be fairly certain that 
those courtship patterns are learned and therefore cultural.

Culture Is Patterned
 2.6 Explain why culture is integrated, patterned, and cumulative.

Anthropologists have always known that culture is not a hodgepodge of unrelated  behaviors 
and ideas—that a culture is mostly integrated. In saying that a culture is mostly integrated, 
we mean that the elements or traits that make up that culture are not just a random assort-
ment of customs but are mostly adjusted to or consistent with one another.

A culture may also tend to be integrated for psychological reasons. The ideas of a 
 culture are stored in the brains of individuals. Research in social psychology has suggested 
that people tend to modify beliefs or behaviors that are not cognitively or conceptually con-
sistent with other information.28 We do not expect cultures to be completely integrated, just 
as we do not expect individuals to be completely consistent. But if a tendency toward cogni-
tive consistency is found in humans, we might expect that at least some aspects of a culture 
would tend to be integrated for that reason alone. How this pressure for consistency works 
is not hard to imagine. Children, for example, seem to be very good at remembering all the 
things their parents say. If they ask for something and the parents say no, they may say, “But 
you said I could yesterday.” Such pressure to be consistent may even make parents change 
their minds! Of course, not everything one wants to do is consistent with the rest of one’s 
desires, but there surely is pressure from within and without to make it so.
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Humans are also capable of rational decision making; they can usually figure out that 
certain things are not easy to do because of other things they do. For example, if a society 
has a long postpartum sex taboo (a custom in which couples abstain from sex for a year 
or more after the birth of a baby), we might expect that most people in the society could 
figure out that it would be easier to observe the taboo if husband and wife did not sleep in 
the same bed. Or, if people drive on the left side of the road, as in England, it is easier and 
less dangerous to drive a car with a steering wheel on the right because that placement 
allows you to judge more accurately how close you are to cars coming at you from the op-
posite direction.

Consistency or integration of culture traits may also be produced by less conscious 
 psychological processes. People may generalize (transfer) their experiences from one area 
of life to another. For example, where children are taught that it is wrong to express anger 
toward family and friends, it turns out that folktales parallel the childrearing; anger and 
aggression in the folktales tend to be directed only toward strangers, not toward family 
and friends. It seems as if the expression of anger is too frightening to be expressed close to 
home, even in folktales.

Adaptation to the environment is another major reason for traits to be patterned. 
Customs that diminish the survival chances of a society are not likely to persist. Either the 
people clinging to those customs will become extinct, taking the customs with them, or the 
customs will be replaced, thereby possibly helping the people to survive. By either pro-
cess, maladaptive customs—those that diminish the chances of survival and reproduction—
are likely to disappear. The customs of a society that enhance survival and reproductive 
 success are adaptive customs and are likely to persist. Hence, we assume that if a society 
has survived long enough to be described in the annals of anthropology (the “ethnographic 
 record”), much, if not most, of its cultural repertoire is adaptive, or was at one time.

When we say that a custom is adaptive, however, we mean it is adaptive only with 
respect to a specific physical and social environment. What may be adaptive in one environ-
ment may not be adaptive in another. Therefore, when we ask why a society may have a 
particular custom, we really are asking if that custom makes sense as an adaptation to that 
society’s particular environmental conditions. If certain customs are more adaptive in par-
ticular settings, then those “bundles” of traits will generally be found together under similar 
conditions. For example, the !Kung, as we have mentioned, subsisted by hunting wild ani-
mals and gathering wild plants. Because wild game is mobile and different plants mature at 
different times, a nomadic way of life may be an adaptive strategy. Because this food-getting 
strategy cannot support that many people in one area, small social groups make more sense 
than large communities. Since people move frequently, it is also probably more adaptive 
to have few material possessions. These cultural traits usually occur together when people 
depend on hunting and gathering for their food.

Culture Is Cumulative
Nonhuman animals have learned and shared behaviors that may be characterized as  cultural 
behaviors, but none of these observed behaviors match the extent of cultural behaviors in 
humans, nor the complicated technology that humans are capable of producing. One group 
may make a seaworthy sailing ship, another a rocket that can traverse space. But neither 
of these advances would likely have been possible without the gradual accumulation of 
knowledge through generations and by learning from others in different places.29 Even in 
small hunting and gathering bands of about 25–50 people, interaction with people in other 
bands is high. For example, it is estimated that a hunter will have hunted with more than 
300 other men over the course of their lifetimes.30 Furthermore, for knowledge to accumu-
late, humans must actively transmit and reproduce this knowledge.31 Cumulative culture 
does not just have to involve material inventions. For example, medical knowledge has gen-
erally improved over time with successive generations. The key to the cumulative nature 
of culture is that subsequent steps depend on previous steps, and no individual is likely to 
figure out a solution without previous knowledge of others. Experiments with groups of 
chimpanzees and nursery school children asked to solve multistage tasks found that nurs-
ery school children were far more likely to reach the last stage apparently because they were 
more likely to imitate, instruct, and help each other.32 While knowledge can accumulate, it 
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can also decline with a shift in circumstances. Research has shown that tool complexity de-
clines with declines in population size, density, and increased social isolation.33

Culture Is Imperfectly Patterned
Not all aspects of culture are consistent, nor is a society forced to adapt its culture to 
 changing environmental circumstances. Even in the face of changed circumstances, people 
may choose not to change their customs. The Tapirapé of central Brazil, for example, did 
not alter their custom of limiting the number of births even though they had suffered severe 
population losses after contact with Europeans and their diseases. The Tapirapé population 
fell to fewer than 100 people from more than 1,000. They were on the way to extinction, yet 
they continued to value small families. Not only did they believe that a woman should have 
no more than three children, but they took specific steps to achieve this limitation. They 
practiced infanticide if twins were born, if the third child was of the same sex as the first 
two children, and if the possible fathers broke certain taboos during pregnancy or in the 
child’s infancy.34

Of course, it is also possible that a people will behave maladaptively, even if they try to 
alter their behavior. After all, although people may alter their behavior according to what 
they perceive will be helpful to them, what they perceive to be helpful may not prove to be 
adaptive. The tendency for a culture to be integrated or patterned, then, may be cognitively 
and emotionally, as well as adaptively, induced.

How and Why Cultures Change
 2.7 Describe and give examples of how cultures change through discovery 

and invention, diffusion, and acculturation.

When you examine the history of a society, it is obvious that its culture has changed over 
time. Some of the shared behaviors and ideas common at one time are modified or replaced 
at another time. That is why, in describing a culture, it is important to understand that a 
description pertains to a particular time period. (Moreover, in many large societies, the de-
scription may only be appropriate for a particular subgroup.) For example, the !Kung of 
the 1950s were mostly dependent on the collection of wild plants and animals and moved 
their campsites frequently, but later they became more sedentary to engage in wage labor. 
Whether we focus on some aspect of past behavior or on contemporary behavior depends 
on what question we want to answer. If we want to maximize our understanding of cultural 
variation, such as variation in religious belief and practice, it may be important to focus on 
the earliest descriptions of a group before they were converted to a major world religion. 
On the other hand, if we want to understand why a people adopted a new religion or how 
they altered their religion or resisted change in the face of pressure, we need to examine the 
changes that occurred over time.

In the remainder of this chapter, we will discuss how and why cultures change and 
briefly review some of the widespread changes that have occurred in recent times. In gen-
eral, the impetus for change may come from within the society or from without. From 
within, the unconscious or conscious pressure for consistency will produce culture change if 
enough people adjust old behavior and thinking to new. And change can also occur if people 
try to invent better ways of doing things. Michael Chibnik suggests that people who con-
front a new problem conduct mental or small “experiments” to decide how to behave. These 
experiments may give rise to new cultural traits.35 A good deal of culture change may be 
stimulated by changes in the external environment. For example, if people move into an arid 
region, they will either have to give up farming or develop a system of irrigation. Recently, 
observed changes in climate, including increased intensity of storms and the warming of the 
oceans, have prompted more people to push for less reliance on fossil fuels. In the modern 
world, changes in the social  environment are probably more frequent stimuli for culture 
change than changes in the physical environment. Many North Americans, for example, 
started to think seriously about changes in their diets with increasing reports of the deleteri-
ous health consequences of obesity. On a much larger scale, a significant amount of the radi-
cal and rapid culture change that has occurred in the last few hundred years has been due to 
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the imperial expansion of Western societies into other areas of the world. Native Americans, 
for instance, were forced to alter their lifestyles drastically when they were driven off their 
lands and confined to reservations.

DISCOVERY AND INVENTION Discoveries and inventions, which may originate inside 
or outside a society, are ultimately the sources of all culture change. But they do not neces-
sarily lead to change. If an invention or discovery is ignored, no change in culture results. 
Only when society accepts an invention or discovery and uses it regularly can we begin to 
speak of culture change.

The new thing discovered or invented, the innovation, may be an object—the wheel, the 
plow, the computer—or it may involve behavior and ideas—buying and selling, democracy, 
monogamy. According to Ralph Linton, a discovery is any addition to knowledge, and an 
invention is a new application of knowledge.36 Thus, a person might discover that children 
can be persuaded to eat nourishing food if the food is associated with an imaginary character 
that appeals to them. Someone else might then exploit that discovery by inventing a cartoon 
character named Popeye who acquires miraculous strength by devouring cans of spinach.

UNCONSCIOUS INVENTION Societies have various types of inventions. One type is the 
consequence of setting a specific goal, such as eliminating tuberculosis or placing a person 
on the moon. Another type emerges less intentionally. This second process of invention is 
often referred to as accidental juxtaposition or unconscious invention. Linton suggested that 
some inventions, especially those of prehistoric days, were probably the consequences of 
literally dozens of tiny initiatives by “unconscious” inventors. These inventors made their 
small contributions, perhaps over many hundreds of years, without being aware of the 
part they were playing in bringing one invention, such as the wheel or a better form of 
hand ax, to completion.37 Consider the example of children playing on a fallen log, which 
rolls as they walk and balance on it, coupled with the need at a given moment to move a 
slab of granite from a cave face. The children’s play could have suggested the use of logs 
as rollers and thereby set in motion a series of developments that culminated in the wheel.

In reconstructing the process of invention in prehistoric times, however, we should be care-
ful not to look back on our ancestors with a smugness generated by our more highly developed 
technology. We have become accustomed to turning to the science sections of our magazines and 
newspapers and finding, almost daily, reports of miraculous new discoveries and inventions. 
From our point of view, it is difficult to imagine such a simple invention as the wheel taking so 
many centuries to come into being. We are tempted to surmise that early humans were less intel-
ligent than we are. But the capacity of the human brain has been the same for perhaps 100,000 
years; there is no evidence that the inventors of the wheel were any less intelligent than we are.

INTENTIONAL INNOVATION Some discoveries and inventions arise out of deliberate 
 attempts to produce a new idea or object. It may seem that such innovations are obvious re-
sponses to perceived needs. For example, during the Industrial Revolution, there was a great 
demand for inventions that would increase productivity. James Hargreaves, in 18th-century 
England, is an example of an inventor who responded to an existing demand. Textile manu-
facturers were clamoring for such large quantities of spun yarn that cottage laborers, working 
with foot-operated spinning wheels, could not meet the demand. Hargreaves, realizing that 
prestige and financial rewards would come to the person who invented a method of spinning 
large quantities of yarn in a short time, set about the task and developed the spinning jenny.

But perceived needs and the economic rewards that may be given to the innovator do not ex-
plain why only some people innovate. We know relatively little about why some people are more 
innovative than others. The ability to innovate may depend in part on such individual charac-
teristics as high intelligence and creativity, and creativity may be influenced by social conditions.

A study of innovation among Ashanti artist carvers in Ghana suggests that creativity is more 
likely in some socioeconomic groups than in others.38 Some carvers produced only traditional 
designs; others departed from tradition and produced “new” styles of carving. Two groups were 
found to innovate the most—the wealthiest and the poorest carvers. These two groups of carvers 
may tolerate risk more than the middle socioeconomic group. Innovative carving entails some 
risk because it may take more time and it may not sell. Wealthy carvers can afford the risk, and 
they may gain some prestige as well as income if their innovation is appreciated. The poor are 
not doing well anyway, and they have little to lose by trying something new.
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Current Research

How Much Can Government Change Culture? A Look at China

Governments can try to change a culture by 

legal decree backed up by force, as China has 

tried to do since the revolution in 1949. Initially, 

the communist government imposed collectiv-

ization and tried to promote the ethic of eco-

nomic equality. But large-scale management 

turned out to be problematic and collectivization 

appeared to discourage hard productive work. 

Perhaps recognizing the failure of this policy, 

the government decided to abandon collectives 

in 1979 and move back to more family control 

of production.

In trying to bring about change, the envi-

ronment also has to be considered. What en-

vironment works for one form of subsistence 

might not work for others. A study by Burton 

Pasternak, a U.S. anthropologist, and col-

leagues from Canada and China studied four 

communities of Han who were encouraged to 

move outside the Great Wall to colonize the Inner Mongolian 

frontier (Inner Mongolia is part of China). Han farmers who 

crossed the Great Wall were searching for a better life. Though 

many found the climate and soil conditions too difficult and re-

turned home, others adjusted to the grasslands and remained. 

Some Han continued to depend on farming on the fringes of 

the grasslands. Others farther out on the grasslands became 

herders. The Han who switched to herding are now in many 

respects more like the native Mongol herders than like Han or 

Mongol farmers. The gender division of labor among the Han 

pastoralists became much sharper than among the Han farm-

ers because men are often far away with the herds. Pastoralist 

children, not that useful in herding because mistakes can be 

very costly, are more likely than farm children to stay in school 

for a long time. Perhaps because of the greater usefulness of 

children on the farm, Han farm families have more children 

than Han pastoralists. But both groups have more than the 

prescribed one child per family. Herdsmen are less likely than 

farmers to need cooperative labor, so Han pastoralists are more 

likely to live as an independent family apart from kin than as an 

extended family, which was traditional.

The Chinese Revolution also attempted to promote gen-

der equality. In one of its first actions in 1950, the new gov-

ernment abolished child betrothal, forced marriage, and the 

payment of money for a bride. Women were given equal rights 

in family property, the right to keep their family name, and the 

right to ask for a divorce. But there was a backlash, largely 

from the more conservative peasantry and the Marriage 

Reform Law was abandoned 3 years later. Nonetheless, 

gender norms have changed somewhat. William Jankowiak 

and Xuan Li have compared recent gender stereotypes with 

earlier ones in the 1980s. There is still considerable stereo-

typing, but some gender lines have become blurred and fe-

males appear to be respected somewhat more than in the 

80s. Earlier, gender stereotypes, at least for educated males, 

emphasized male superiority, particularly with regard to in-

telligence and confidence. On the negative side, males were 

viewed as crude. Females were considered less smart and 

more fragile than males. On the positive side, females were 

considered more nurturing. Nowadays, perhaps because of 

greater female success in school, intelligence and confidence 

are no longer seen as gender-linked qualities. But males are 

still seen as more ambitious, powerful, and crude; females 

as quiet, gentle, and anxious. China’s one-child policy, par-

ticularly in urban areas, may have pushed parents to want 

their child (male or female) to excel in school and succeed at 

work. Only about 25 percent of females were in college in the 

1980s compared with about 50 percent in recent times. Thus, 

government policy may have played more of an indirect role 

in changing stereotypes than directly mandating a change to-

wards more gender equality.

Can governments change culture? As the China examples 

indicate—not as much as they would like.

Based on Davis and Harrell 1993; Pasternak 2003; Jankowiak and 

Xuan Li 2014; Hu 2016.

Source: Reza/Webistan
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Some societies encourage innovativeness more than others, and this can vary 
 substantially over time. Patricia Greenfield and her colleagues describe the changes in 
weaving in a Mayan community in the Zinacantán region of Chiapas, Mexico.39 In 1969 and 
1970, innovation was not valued. Rather, tradition was; there was the old “true way” to do 
everything, including how one dressed. There were only four simple weaving patterns, and 
virtually all males wore ponchos with the same pattern. By 1991, virtually no poncho was 
the same and the villagers had developed elaborate brocaded and embroidered designs. 
In a period of 20 years, innovation had increased dramatically. Two other things had also 
changed. The economy was more commercialized; textiles as well as other items were now 
bought and sold. Weaving was taught in a less directed way. Whereas mothers used to give 
their daughters highly structured instruction, often with “four hands” on the loom, they 
were later allowed to learn more by themselves, by trial and error. The result was more ab-
stract and varied designs.

WHO ADOPTS INNOVATIONS? Once someone discovers or invents something, there is 
still the question of whether others will adopt the innovation. Many researchers have studied 
the characteristics of “early adopters.” Such individuals tend to be educated, high in social 
status, upwardly mobile, and, if they are property owners, have large farms and businesses. 
The individuals who most need technological improvements—those who are less well off—
are generally the last to adopt innovations. The theory is that only the wealthy can afford to 
take the substantial risks associated with new ways of doing things. In periods of rapid tech-
nological change, therefore, the gap between rich and poor is likely to widen because the rich 
adopt innovations sooner, and benefit more from them, than the poor.40

Does this imply that the likelihood of adopting innovations is a simple function of how 
much wealth a possible adopter possesses? Not necessarily. Frank Cancian reviewed  several 
studies and found that upper-middle-class individuals show more conservatism than 
 lower-middle-class individuals. Cancian suggested that, when the risks are unknown, lower- 
middle-class individuals are more receptive to innovation because they have less to lose. 
Later on, when the risks are better known—that is, as more people adopt the  innovation—the 
 upper-middle class catches up to the lower-middle class.41 In general, people are more likely to 
adopt a behavior as it becomes more common.42

The speed with which an innovation is adopted may depend partly on how new  behaviors 
and ideas are typically transmitted—or taught—in a society. If children learn most of what 
they know from their parents or from a relatively small number of elders, then innovation will 
be slow to spread throughout the society, and culture change is likely to be slow. Innovations 
may catch on more rapidly if individuals are exposed to various teachers and other “leaders” 
who can influence many in a relatively short time, and the more peers we have, the more we 
might learn from them.43 Perhaps this is why the pace of change appears to be so fast today. 
In societies like North America, and increasingly in the industrializing world, it is likely that 
people learn in schools from teachers, from leaders in their specialties, and from peers.

COSTS AND BENEFITS An innovation that is technologically superior is not necessar-
ily going to be adopted since it comes with costs as well as benefits for both individuals 
and large-scale industries. Take the computer keyboard. The keyboard used most often 
on computers today is called the QWERTY keyboard (named after the first letters that 
appear on the left side of keyboard). This curious ordering of the letters was actually in-
vented to slow typing speed down! Early typewriters had mechanical keys that jammed 
if the typist went too fast.44 Since computer keyboards do not have that problem, keys 
arranged for faster typing would probably be better and have, indeed, been invented. Yet 
they have not caught on, perhaps because people are reluctant to take the time or make 
the effort to change.

In large-scale industries, technological innovations may be very costly to implement. 
A new product or process may require a manufacturing or service facility to be revamped 
and workers to be retrained. Before a change is made, the costs of doing so are weighed 
against the potential benefits. If the market is expected to be large for a new product, the 
product is more likely to be produced. If the market is judged small, the benefits may not 
be sufficient inducement to change. Companies may also judge the value of an innova-
tion by whether competitors could copy it. If the new innovation can be copied easily, 
the inventing company may not find the investment worthwhile. Although the market 
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may be large, the inventing company may not be able to hold onto market share if other 
companies could produce the product quickly without having to invest in research and 
development.45

Diffusion
The source of new cultural elements in a society may also be another society. The process 
by which cultural elements are borrowed from another society and incorporated into the 
culture of the recipient group is called diffusion. Borrowing sometimes enables a group 
to bypass stages or mistakes in the development of a process or institution. For exam-
ple, Germany was able to accelerate its program of industrialization in the 19th century 
through technological borrowing because it could avoid some of the errors its English 
and Belgian competitors had made. Japan’s industrialization followed the same pattern. 
Indeed, in recent years, some of the earliest industrialized countries have fallen behind 
their imitators in certain areas of production, such as automobiles, televisions, cameras, 
and computers.

Diffusion has far-reaching effects. In a well-known passage, Linton conveyed how in-
tegral diffusion is to our lives, even while we are largely ignorant about it. Considering the 
first few hours in the day of an American man in the 1930s, Linton tells us he

. . . awakens in a bed built on a pattern which originated in the Near East but which was 

modified in northern Europe before it was transmitted to America. He throws back covers 

made from cotton, domesticated in India, or linen, domesticated in the Near East, or silk, the 

use of which was discovered in China. All of these materials have been spun and woven by 

processes invented in the Near East. . . . He takes off his pajamas, a garment invented in India, 

and washes with soap invented by the ancient Gauls. He then shaves, a masochistic rite which 

seems to have derived from either Sumer or ancient Egypt.

Before going out for breakfast he glances through the window, made of glass invented 

in Egypt, and if it is raining puts on overshoes made of rubber discovered by the Central 

American Indians and takes an umbrella, invented in southeastern Asia. . . 

On his way to breakfast he stops to buy a paper paying for it with coins, an ancient 

Lydian invention. . . . His plate is made of a form of pottery invented in China. His knife is 

of steel, an alloy first made in southern India, his fork a medieval Italian invention, and his 

spoon a derivative of a Roman original. . . . After his fruit (African watermelon) and first coffee 

(an Abyssinian plant), . . .  he may have the egg of a species of bird domesticated in Indo-China, 

or thin strips of the flesh of an animal domesticated in eastern Asia which have been salted 

and smoked by a process developed in northern Europe. . . .

While smoking (an American Indian habit), he reads the news of the day, imprinted in 

characters invented by the ancient Semites upon a material invented in China by a process 

invented in Germany. As he absorbs the accounts of foreign troubles he will, if he is a good 

conservative citizen, thank a Hebrew deity in an Indo-European language that he is 100 per-

cent American.46

PATTERNS OF DIFFUSION The three basic patterns of diffusion are direct contact, 
 intermediate contact, and stimulus diffusion.

1. Direct contact. Elements of a society’s culture may first be taken up by neighboring soci-
eties and then gradually spread farther and farther afield. The spread of the use of paper 
(a sheet of interlaced fibers) is a good example of extensive diffusion by direct contact. 
The invention of paper is attributed to the Chinese Ts’ai Lun in 105 c.e. Within 50 years, 
paper was being made in many places in central China. Although the art of papermak-
ing was kept secret for about 500 years, it was distributed as a commodity to much of 
the Arab world through the markets at Samarkand. But when Samarkand was attacked 
by the Chinese in 751 c.e., a Chinese prisoner of war was forced to set up a paper mill. 
Paper manufacture soon spread to the rest of the Arab world; it was first manufactured 
in Baghdad in 793 c.e., Egypt about 900 c.e., and Morocco about 1100 c.e. Papermaking 
was introduced as a commodity in Europe by Arab trade through Italian ports in 
the 12th century. The Moors built the first European paper mill in Spain about 1150.  

Diffusion

The process by which  

cultural elements are  

borrowed from another  

society and incorporated 

into the culture of the  

recipient group.
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The technical knowledge then spread throughout Europe, with mills being built in Italy 
in 1276, France in 1348, Germany in 1390, and England in 1494.47 In general, the pattern 
of accepting the borrowed invention was the same in all cases: Paper was first imported 
as a luxury, then in ever-expanding quantities as a staple product. Finally, and usually 
within one to three centuries, local manufacture began.

2. Intermediate contact. Diffusion by intermediate contact occurs through the agency of 
third parties. Frequently, traders carry a cultural trait from the society that originated it 
to another group. For example, Phoenician traders introduced the ancient Greeks to the 
first alphabet, which the Phoenicians had themselves received from the Ugarit, another 
Semitic culture. At times, soldiers serve as intermediaries in spreading a culture trait. 
European crusaders, such as the Knights Templar and the Knights of St. John, acted as 
intermediaries in two ways: They carried Christian culture to Muslim societies of North 
Africa and brought Arab culture back to Europe. In the 19th century, Western mission-
aries in all parts of the world encouraged natives to wear Western clothing. Hence, in 
Africa, the Pacific Islands, and elsewhere, native peoples can be found wearing shorts, 
suit jackets, shirts, ties, and other typically Western articles of clothing.

3. Stimulus diffusion. In stimulus diffusion, knowledge of a trait belonging to another 
culture stimulates the invention or development of a local equivalent. A classic exam-
ple of stimulus diffusion is the Cherokee syllabic writing system created by a Native 
American named Sequoya so that his people could write down their language. Sequoya 
got the idea from his contact with Europeans. Yet he did not adopt the English writing 
system; indeed, he did not even learn to write English. What he did was utilize some 
English alphabetic symbols, alter others, and invent new ones. All the symbols he used 
represented Cherokee syllables and in no way echoed English alphabetic usage. In other 
words, Sequoya took English alphabetic ideas and gave them a new Cherokee form. The 
stimulus originated with Europeans; the result was singularly Cherokee.

THE SELECTIVE NATURE OF DIFFUSION It is tempting to think that the dynamics of 
diffusion are like a stone sending concentric ripples over still water, but that would oversim-
plify the way diffusion actually occurs. Not all cultural traits are borrowed as readily as the 
ones we have mentioned, nor do they usually expand in neat, ever-widening circles. Rather, 
diffusion is a selective process. The Japanese, for instance, accepted much from Chinese cul-
ture, but they also rejected many traits. Rhymed tonal poetry, civil service examinations, and 
foot binding, which the Chinese favored, were never adopted in Japan. The poetry form was 
unsuited to the structure of the Japanese language; the examinations were unnecessary in 
view of the entrenched power of the Japanese aristocracy; and foot binding was repugnant 
to a people who abhorred body mutilation of any sort.

Not only would we expect societies to reject items from other societies that they find 
repellent, we would also expect them to reject ideas and technology that do not satisfy some 
psychological, social, or cultural need. After all, people are not sponges; they do not auto-
matically soak up the things around them. If they did, the amount of cultural variation in 
the world would be extremely small, which is clearly not the case. Diffusion is also selective 
because the extent to which cultural traits can be communicated differs. Elements of mate-
rial culture, such as mechanical processes and techniques, and overt practices, such as physi-
cal sports, are relatively easy to demonstrate. Consequently, they are accepted or rejected 
on their merits. When we move beyond the material world, however, we encounter real 
difficulties, which Linton (again) aptly described:

Although it is quite possible to describe such an element of culture as the ideal pattern for 

marriage . . .  it is much less complete than a description of basketmaking. . . . The most thor-

ough verbalization has difficulty in conveying the series of associations and conditioned emo-

tional responses which are attached to this pattern [marriage] and which gave it meaning and 

vitality within our own society. . . . This is even more true of those concepts which . . .  find no 

direct expression in behavior aside from verbalization. There is a story of an educated Japanese 

who after a long discussion on the nature of the Trinity with a European friend . . .  burst out 

with: “Oh, I see now, it is a committee.”48
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Finally, diffusion is selective because the overt form of a particular trait, rather than its 
function or meaning, frequently seems to determine how the trait will be received. For ex-
ample, an enthusiasm for women to have bobbed hair (short haircuts) swept through much 
of North America in the 1920s but never caught on among the Native Americans of north-
western California. To many women of European ancestry, short hair was a symbolic state-
ment of freedom. To Native American women, who traditionally cut their hair short when in 
mourning, it was a reminder of death.49

In the process of diffusion, then, we can identify a number of different patterns. We 
know that cultural borrowing is selective rather than automatic, and we can describe how a 
particular borrowed trait has been modified by the recipient culture. But our current knowl-
edge does not allow us to specify when one or another of these outcomes will occur, under 
what conditions diffusion will occur, and why it occurs the way it does.

Acculturation
On the surface, the process of change called acculturation seems to include much of what we 
have discussed under the label of diffusion because acculturation refers to the changes that 
occur when different cultural groups come into intensive contact. As in diffusion, the source 
of new cultural items is the other society. Earlier uses of the term acculturation often ig-
nored the importance of unequal power in the two contacting societies.50 But as John Bodley 
makes clear, the more powerful society often used force in a variety of ways that effectively 
coerced the less powerful to change. More recent use of the term acculturation incorporates 
the power differential.51 Thus, acculturation can be seen as a process of extensive cultural 
borrowing in the context of superordinate-subordinate relations between societies. There is 
probably always some borrowing both ways, but generally the subordinate or less powerful 
society borrows the most.

External pressure for culture change can take various forms. In its most direct and ex-
treme form—military force used for conquest or colonialization—the dominant group usu-
ally prevails. Sometimes the use of force or the threat of force is explicitly used to bring 
about culture change in the other group. In the Spanish conquest of Mexico, for example, 
the conquerors forced many of the native groups to accept Catholicism. But extermination 
of large numbers of people through military campaigns can have profound effects on the 
ability of a people to maintain their way of life, whether or not there are explicit attempts to 
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A Masai man in Kenya can call home or around the world from the plains of Kenya.

Source: Joseph Van Os/The Image Bank/Getty Images
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change that way of life. Although such direct force is not always exerted in conquest situa-
tions, dominated peoples often have little choice but to change. Examples of such indirectly 
forced change abound in the history of Native Americans in the United States. Although the 
federal government made few direct attempts to force people to adopt American culture, 
it did drive many native groups from their lands, thereby obliging them to give up many 
aspects of their traditional ways of life. To survive, they had no choice but to adopt many 
of the dominant society’s traits. When Native American children were required to go to 
schools, which taught the dominant society’s values, the process was accelerated.

A subordinate society may acculturate to a dominant society even in the absence of 
direct or indirect force. Perceiving that members of the dominant society enjoy more secure 
living conditions, the dominated people may identify with the dominant culture in the hope 
that they will be able to share some of its benefits by doing so. Or they may elect to adopt 
cultural elements from the dominant society because they perceive that the new element 
has advantages. For example, in Arctic areas, many Inuit and Saami groups seemed eager to 
replace dog sleds with snowmobiles without any coercion.52 There is evidence that the Inuit 
weighed the advantages and disadvantages of the snowmobile versus the dog sled and that 
its adoption was gradual. Similarly, rifles and motorboats were seen as a major  technological 
improvement, increasing the success rate in hunting and sea mammal hunting, but the Inuit 
did not completely abandon their former ways of hunting. In fact, these new technologies 
facilitated the ability of the Inuit to continue their kinship-based networks for collective 
 action and food sharing that would have otherwise been under stress.53 More recently, the 
Inuit have adopted GPS devices for navigating and VHS radios for weather reports as aids 
for hunting. However, while this technology is often helpful, it has caused some problems 
when fewer hunters learn traditional knowledge for reading the land and weather. After all, 
batteries can fail. Also, some hunters relying on technology become overly confident and get 
themselves into more dangerous situations.54

Acculturation processes vary considerably depending upon the wishes of the more 
powerful society, the attitudes of the less powerful, and whether there is any choice. More 
powerful societies do not always want individuals from another culture to assimilate or 
“melt into” the dominant culture completely; instead, they may prefer and even actively 
promote a multicultural society. Multiculturalism can be voluntary or may arise out of de-
liberate segregation. Then, too, even though the less powerful group may be pressured to 
acquire some of the dominant group’s cultural traits, they may resist or even reject those 
cultural elements, at least for a considerable length of time.

Many millions of people, however, never had a chance to acculturate after contact with 
Europeans. They simply died, sometimes directly at the hands of the conquerors, but prob-
ably more often as a result of the new diseases the Europeans inadvertently brought with 
them. Depopulation because of measles, smallpox, and tuberculosis was particularly com-
mon in North and South America and on the islands of the Pacific. Those areas had previ-
ously been isolated from contact with Europeans and from the diseases of that continuous 
landmass we call the Old World—Europe, Asia, and Africa.55 The story of Ishi, the last sur-
viving member of a group of Native Americans in California called the Yahi, is a moving 
testimonial to the frequently tragic effect of contact with Europeans. In the space of 22 years, 
the Yahi population was reduced from several hundred to near zero. The historical record on 
this episode of depopulation suggests that European Americans murdered 30 to 50 Yahi for 
every European American murdered, but perhaps 60 percent of the Yahi died in the 10 years 
following their initial exposure to European diseases.56

Nowadays, many powerful nations—and not just Western ones—may seem to be  acting 
in more humanitarian ways to improve the life of previously subjugated as well as other 
“developing” peoples. For better or worse, these programs, however, are still forms of exter-
nal pressure. The tactic used may be persuasion rather than force, but most of the programs 
are nonetheless designed to bring about acculturation in the direction of the dominant soci-
eties’ cultures. For example, the introduction of formal schooling cannot help but instill new 
values that may contradict traditional cultural patterns. Even health care programs may 
alter traditional ways of life by undermining the authority of shamans and other leaders 
and by increasing population beyond the number that can be supported in traditional ways. 
Confinement to reservations or other kinds of direct force are not the only ways a dominant 
society can bring about acculturation.
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Applied Anthropology

Development Programs and Culture Change: A Bedouin Case Study

Most governments of the world today 

want to “develop” their countries. They 

want to increase their crop yields and their 

exports, build major roads and irrigation 

projects, and industrialize. However, many 

development schemes have failed in part 

because they do not adequately consider 

the cultures of the people whose lives they 

affect. Governments, as well as interna-

tional agencies that lend money, increas-

ingly turn for advice to anthropologists 

to help plan and evaluate projects. While 

governments may not fully appreciate tra-

ditional ways of life, anthropologists un-

derstand that people are unlikely to accept 

a change if it does not integrate well with 

other aspects of their culture.

In many countries of the Middle East, 

governments have pressured nomadic 

Bedouin peoples to settle down. Yet gov-

ernment settlement schemes, by force or 

with enticements, have also often failed. 

The Bedouin way of life is essentially at 

odds with nation states, in which land is increasingly privately 

owned or converted for industrial uses (such as oil production) 

and resources are regulated. But Bedouin require vast stretches 

of grassland and a water source for their herds, resources that 

were traditionally available to them as members of kinship-based 

groups that maintained grazing rights over large territories.

Although there are many Bedouin groups in the Middle East 

and North Africa, they share key cultural traits. They are, as an-

thropologist Dawn Chatty points out, at once tribal, nomadic, and 

pastoral. And these three traits are a large part of a Bedouin’s 

identity. When government-built settlements have been created to 

replace the Bedouin tent, the tribe has often continued its pastoral 

life near the settlement until overgrazing left a human-made desert 

or the water supply ran out. The nomadic Bedouin would then 

abandon such settlements to seek other grazable land and water, 

and they would again pitch their familiar tents.

In the 1980s, Dawn Chatty was asked by the government of the 

Middle Eastern country of Oman to help design a project to extend 

basic social services to the Bedouin without coercing them to alter 

their way of life. It isn’t often that governments fund  in-depth studies to 

try to understand the needs of the people being affected, but Chatty 

was able to persuade the Oman government that such a study was 

necessary as a first step. With United Nations funding, she evalu-

ated the needs of the Harasiis pastoralists, a Bedouin group in Oman. 

Because the government wanted some action right away, the project 

soon incorporated a mobile health unit that could begin a program 

of primary care as well as immunization against measles, whooping 

cough, and polio. After a period of evaluation, the project team also 

recommended an annual distribution of tents, the establishment of 

dormitories so that children could live at schools, a new system of 

water delivery, and veterinary and marketing assistance.

The government was receptive to some of the recommen-

dations of Chatty’s group, but not to the distribution of tents that 

had been funded by the UN. Soon a “tribal” complex was built for 

the Harasiis. It included offices for their government representative, 

a medical clinic, a school, a mosque, a “reverse osmosis” water 

plant, a police station, and villas for government employees. But the 

complex was never occupied. It appears that the Harasiis would 

continue to pursue their nomadic way of life. Yet the Bedouin are 

not reluctant to change in all respects. As Chatty chronicles, many 

readily gave up relying on camels for transport in favor of trucks. 

Trucks are a modern adaptation, yet they still allow mobility. Now 

the Bedouin are able to get water from wells and transport water to 

their animals by truck. The adoption of trucks led to other changes. 

Since small animals can be more readily transported to new pas-

tures by truck, many Bedouin have given up their dependence on 

camels and shifted to sheep and goat herding. Because money is 

required to buy trucks and pay for gasoline and repairs, Bedouin 

spend more time working for wages in temporary jobs. Aside from 

such adaptations from within, though, they have resisted enforced 

change. As for Chatty, she views her experience philosophically. 

She, like other applied anthropologists, has learned a great deal 

about the environmental and political conditions that impact the 

world’s more marginalized cultures. And she continues to believe 

that it is her job to push for what Michael Cernea called “putting 

people first.”

Based on Cernea 1991; Chatty 1996, 2006, 2013; Strachan 2011.

The Bedouin still often erect tents in fixed housing settlements as shown in this Israeli 

Negev settlement.

Source: HG/Magnum Photos
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The process of acculturation also applies to immigrants, most of whom, at least 
 nowadays, choose to leave one country for another. Immigrants are almost always a minor-
ity in the new country and therefore are in a subordinate position. If the immigrant’s culture 
changes, it is almost always in the direction of the dominant culture. Immigrant groups vary 
considerably in the degree and speed with which they adopt the new culture and the social 
roles of the new society in which they live. An important area of research is explaining the 
variation in acculturation and assimilation. Assimilation is a concept very similar to accul-
turation, but assimilation is a term more often used by sociologists to describe the process by 
which individuals acquire the social roles and culture of the dominant group.

Revolution
Certainly, the most drastic and rapid way a culture can change is as a result of  revolution— 
replacement, usually violent, of a society’s rulers. Historical records and our daily news-
papers indicate that people frequently rebel against established authority. Rebellions, if 
they occur, almost always occur in state societies where there is a distinct ruling elite. They 
take the form of struggles between rulers and ruled, between conquerors and conquered, 
or between representatives of an external colonial power and segments of the native soci-
ety. Rebels do not always succeed in overthrowing their rulers, so rebellions do not always 
 result in revolutions. And even successful rebellions do not always result in culture change; 
the individual rulers may change, but customs or institutions may not. The sources of rev-
olution may be mostly internal, as in the French Revolution, or partly external, as in the 
Russian-supported 1948 revolution in Czechoslovakia and the United States-supported 1973 
revolution against President Allende in Chile.

The American War of Independence was a colonial rebellion against the greatest 
 imperial power of the 18th century, Great Britain. The 13 colonies owed at least a part of 
their success in the war to aid from France, which had been waging its own “Seven Years’ 
War” against the British, and more indirectly from Spain, which would also declare war 
on the greater imperial power. Actually, the American war was closely following what we 
would now call a world war. In the 19th century and continuing into the middle and later 
years of the 20th century, there would be many other wars of independence against impe-
rial powers in Latin America, Europe, Asia, and Africa. We don’t always remember that the 
American rebellion was the first anti-imperialist war in modern times and the model for 
many that followed. Just like many of the most recent liberation movements, the American 
rebellion was also part of a larger worldwide war involving people from many rival nations. 
A total of 30,000 German-speaking soldiers fought, for pay, on the British side; an army and 
navy from France fought on the American side. There were volunteers from other European 
countries, including Denmark, Holland, Poland, and Russia.

As in many revolutions, those who were urging revolution were considered “radicals.” 
At a now-famous debate in Virginia in 1775, delegates from each colony met at a Continental 
Congress. Patrick Henry put forward a resolution to prepare for defense against the British 
armed forces. The motion barely passed, by a vote of 65 to 60. Henry’s speech is now a part 
of American folklore. He rose to declare that it was insane not to oppose the British and 
that he was not afraid to test the strength of the colonies against Great Britain. Others might 
hesitate, he said, but he would have “liberty or death.” The radicals who supported Henry’s 
resolution included many aristocratic landowners, two of whom, George Washington and 
Thomas Jefferson, became the first and third occupants of the highest political office in what 
became the United States of America.57

Not all peoples who are suppressed, conquered, or colonialized eventually rebel against 
established authority. Why this is so, and why rebellions and revolts are not always success-
ful in bringing about culture change, are still open questions. But some possible answers 
have been investigated. The historian Crane Brinton examined the classic revolutions of the 
past, including the American, French, and Russian revolutions, and suggested a set of condi-
tions that may give rise to rebellion and revolution:

1. Loss of prestige of established authority, often as a result of the failure of foreign policy, 
financial difficulties, dismissals of popular ministers, or alteration of popular policies. 
France in the 18th century lost three major international conflicts, with disastrous results 
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for its diplomatic standing and internal finances. Russian society was close to military 
and economic collapse in 1917, after 3 years of World War I.

2. Threat to recent economic improvement. In France, as in Russia, those sections of the pop-
ulation (professional classes and urban workers) whose economic fortunes had only 
shortly before taken an upward swing were “radicalized” by unexpected setbacks, 
such as steeply rising food prices and unemployment. The same may be said for the 
American colonies on the brink of their rebellion against Great Britain.

3. Indecisiveness of government, as exemplified by lack of consistent policy, which gives the 
impression of being controlled by, rather than in control of, events. The frivolous ar-
rogance of Louis XVI’s regime and the bungling of George III’s prime minister, Lord 
North, with respect to the problems of the American colonies are examples.

4. Loss of support of the intellectual class. Such a loss deprived the prerevolutionary gov-
ernments of France and Russia of any avowed philosophical support and led to their 
 unpopularity with the literate public.58

The classic revolutions of the past occurred in countries that were industrialized only 
incipiently at best. For the most part, the same is true of the rebellions and revolutions in re-
cent years; they have occurred mostly in countries we call “developing.” The evidence from 
a worldwide survey of developing countries suggests that rebellions have tended to occur 
where the ruling classes depended mostly on the produce or income from land and there-
fore were resistant to demands for reform from the rural classes that worked the land. In 
such agricultural economies, the rulers are not likely to yield political power or give greater 
economic returns to the workers because to do so would eliminate the basis (landowner-
ship) of the rulers’ wealth and power.59

Some political scientists have a broader definition of revolution and argue that not 
all great revolutions occur on the battlefield, nor are they all inspired by public rebel-
lions. Some, like the cultural revolution Ataturk brought to 
Turkey in 1919, for example, are largely the work of charismatic 
 leaders.60 Ataturk’s government was responsible for molding a 
formerly imperial Muslim nation into a democracy and separat-
ing church (or mosque) and state. In retrospect, it was a monu-
mental achievement since the role of clerics in government and 
the definition of democracy have remained ambiguous in much 
of the Middle East.

Starting in winter of 2010, the world witnessed a remark-
able series of popular uprisings known collectively as the Arab 
Spring that has affected nearly every Muslim nation. Protests 
and revolts are not that unusual, but what makes these so 
 different is the degree to which they diffused across a broad re-
gion.61 It all began in the winter of 2010, when a street vendor 
in Tunisia set himself on fire after the police confiscated his 
fruit and vegetable cart. He had been an educated man, as more 
and more young Tunisians have been in the last few decades,  
but was unable to find other work in a country that had a 30 per-
cent unemployment rate. His story was met with widespread and 
persistent protests, and, with the world watching and listening 
through social media, Tunisia’s president fled to Saudi Arabia 
less than 2 months later, and the Tunisian people were promised 
a free and democratic election. Within months, similar public pro-
tests toppled the leaders of Egypt, Libya, and Yemen. The leaders 
of nearly every Muslim nation have been affected by the uprising, 
and many of those who are still in power have promised reforms, 
reorganized their governments, or promised to leave when their 
current terms of office end.62 This is not to say that outcomes 
were identical. They were not. In Morocco and Jordan, for exam-
ple, protests were fairly modest and did not last long. In Saudi 
Arabia and Oman, there were only scattered riots. But in some of 

Anti-government protesters during a 2011 rally in Morocco that 

became part of what is known as the Arab Spring movement.
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the countries, such as Libya and Syria, turmoil and bloodshed are still ongoing. Scholars 
have tried to understand not only the possible causes, but the differential outcomes. Why 
did some dictators fall? Some of the conditions mentioned are economic stress, particularly 
the inability of urban, educated young people to get work consistent with their abilities, 
and worsening (but not extreme) inequality. A severe drought in Syria between 2006–2010 
in the wheat-growing regions may have been an important factor in the crisis there.63 Some 
have even suggested that severe drought in China in 2011 had an effect on Syria, since 
China had to import so much wheat that the world price on wheat doubled.64 Will the pro-
tests ultimately lead to more democratization as many of the protesters wanted? 65 It is too 
soon to know whether these uprisings will lead to the desired cultural change. The goal in 
each nation appears to be a democratically elected government and the end of oppressive 
regimes.

Finally, a particularly interesting question is why revolutions sometimes, perhaps even 
usually, fail to measure up to the high hopes of those who initiate them. When rebellions 
succeed in replacing the ruling elite, the result is often the institution of a military dictator-
ship even more restrictive and repressive than the government that existed before. The new 
ruling establishment may merely substitute one set of repressions for another rather than 
bring any real change to the nation. On the other hand, some revolutions have resulted in 
fairly drastic overhauls of societies.

The idea of revolution has been one of the central myths and inspirations of many 
groups both in the past and in the present. The colonial empire building of countries, such 
as England and France, created a worldwide situation in which rebellion became nearly 
inevitable. In  numerous technologically underdeveloped lands, which have been exploited 
by more powerful countries for their natural resources and cheap labor, a deep resentment 
has often developed against the foreign ruling classes or their local clients. Where the ruling 
classes, native or foreign, refuse to be responsive to those feelings, rebellion becomes the 
only alternative. In many areas, it has become a way of life.

Culture Change and Adaptation
 2.8 Relate culture change to the process of adaptation to a changing environment.

We have discussed the fact that culture is patterned, and that adaptation to the environment 
is one reason why certain culture traits are clustered, because more than one trait is likely to 
be adaptive in a particular environment. We make the assumption that most of the customary 
behaviors of a culture are probably adaptive, or at least not maladaptive, in that environment. 
Even though customs are learned and not genetically inherited, cultural adaptation may 
resemble biological adaptation in one major respect. The frequency of certain genetic alter-
natives is likely to increase over time if those genetic traits increase their carriers’ chances of 
survival and reproduction. Similarly, the frequency of a new learned behavior will increase 
over time and become customary in a population if the people with that behavior are most 
likely to survive and reproduce.

One of the most important differences between cultural evolution and genetic evolution 
is that individuals often can decide whether or not to accept and follow the way their parents 
behave or think, whereas they cannot decide whether or not to inherit certain genes. When 
enough individuals change their behavior and beliefs, we say that the culture has changed. 
Therefore, it is possible for culture change to occur much more rapidly than genetic change.

A dramatic example of intentional cultural change was the adoption and later 
 elimination of the custom of sepaade among the Rendille, a pastoral population that herds 
camels, goats, and sheep in the desert in northern Kenya. According to the sepaade tradi-
tion, some women had to wait to marry until all their brothers were married. These women 
could well have been over 40 by the time they married. The Rendille say this tradition was a 
result of intense warfare between the Rendille and the Borana during the mid-19th century. 
Attacked by Borana on horseback, the male warriors had to leave their camels unattended, 
and the frightened camels fled. The daughters of one male age-set were appointed to look 
after the camels, and the sepaade tradition developed. In 1998, long after warfare with the 
Borana ceased, the elders decided to free the sepaade from their obligation to postpone their 
own marriages. Interviews with the Rendille in the 1990s revealed that many individuals 


