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Pretace

umans are a social species whose mem-
Hbers depend on one another for their sur-

vival, and for their flourishing. Movement
from place to place has also characterized human
history reaching back hundreds of thousands of
years before the appearance of our own species,
Homo sapiens. Anthropologists and others have
long been impressed by the distinctive patterned
activities in which the members of different human
groups may engage, the orderly fashion in which
they their members may arrange themselves in
order to involve themselves, for example, in the
performance of public rituals of various kinds.
There may be nothing as quintessentially human
as a group of people moving together in space,
tracing intricate patterns with their bodies in
motion, but also periodically ceasing to move
where this is deemed appropriate.

So what perspective on the human condition
can an image like the one on this cover convey to an
observer? The people we see are standing in a long
line outdoors. Why might they be there? Are they
watching something beyond the observer’s field of
vision? Might they be standing alongside a playing
field, watching a sports competition? Might they be
watching a public performance of some kind—the
elaborate visit of political dignitaries, for example,
or the enactment of a major religious ritual? Were
they individually drawn to whatever is going on, or
were they pressured to be present when they might
have preferred to stay away? Much of the drama of
the image is contributed by the dramatic and forbid-
ding cloud formations in the sky above the line of
people. Did the photographer take the photograph
intending to emphasize these cloud formations, or
later crop the photograph to produce this visual
effect? Was the photograph finished the way it was
in order to convey to the viewers the impression
that the people standing in line were under some

kind of threat? Or is a viewer who draws such a
conclusion reading too much into the cloud
formations?

One picture may be worth a thousand words,
and yet no picture speaks for itself clearly and un-
ambiguously. As it happens, the photograph is de-
scribed as follows: “Refugees in Kibati (Democratic
Republic of Congo) line up to receive food aid ra-
tions from the World Food Program at a camp for
Internally Displaced People (2008).” They are there
both willingly and unwillingly. Receiving food sug-
gests that the threat of hunger will be avoided, but
the fact that they are receiving food rations from an
international aid organization suggests that it was
threats they experienced elsewhere that drove them
to stand in this line. The sky is not sunny, but it is
not storming either. They are, for good and for ill,
betwixt and between: they have fled their homes,
but have not fled their country; their old ways of
providing for themselves have been disrupted, but
they are alive and will soon be able to eat. But they
do indeed seem very much at the mercy of processes
in the world—forces of nature as well as of human
society and politics—that make the threatening sky
an apt visual metaphor for their current situation.

In the second decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, many people throughout the world find them-
selves in circumstances that resonate with that of
the displaced line of humans in Kigali in 2008.
Anthropologists and historians will rightly argue
that no human society has ever been static, but
recent decades have been unusually disruptive of
many local ways of life throughout the world.
Indeed, the discipline of anthropology, which
aimed to investigate and understand such ways of
life as lived in places outside the world of European
and North American urban society, was born
during the final decades of the nineteenth century,
when the full force of European capitalism had

Xv



xvi PREFACE

extended its reach around the world, putting the
finishing touches on economic and political struc-
tures that would stabilize in the form of European
(and American) colonial empires. Classic works of
sociocultural research were carried out in colo-
nized settings throughout the first two thirds of the
twentieth century, with the aim of recovering and
even celebrating the rich patterns of everyday life
that drew from the past while finding ways to ac-
commodate the challenges of so-called moderniza-
tion imposed from elsewhere. By the end of the
twentieth century, newer historical transforma-
tions were again remaking the face of the globe,
drawing members of all human societies into new
entanglements with one another. Not all such en-
tanglements have been threatening. Still, for many
people, the stakes have been exceptionally high,
triggering political struggles and often violent
clashes that lead to high loss of life, with survivors
forced to move away from their homes into un-
known and forbidding futures.

Sociocultural anthropology continues with its
commitment to provide fine-grained ethnographic
understandings of people’s efforts to construct co-
herent and meaningful lives, even under changing
and challenging circumstances. The chapters in this
book aim to introduce students to the theories and
methods traditionally developed in the discipline to
address the many facets of human group life, as well
as newer innovations that allow us to track the
movements of people and their cultural resources
into new settings, as they construct ways of life that
may stabilize in new, often surprising ways, in rela-
tion to their neighbors.

e A N
Organization and Content

Cultural Anthropology: A Perspective on the Human
Condition, Tenth Edition, consists of 14 chapters in five
parts:

e Part I, The Tools of Cultural Anthropology, con-
sists of three introductory chapters: one on the
concept of culture, one on ethnographic fieldwork,
and one on history and the explanation of cul-
tural diversity.

e Part I, The Resources of Culture, is a set of three
chapters on key dimensions and products of

human creativity: language; play, art, myth, and
ritual; and religion and worldview.

e Part III, The Organization of Material Life, con-
sists of two chapters—one on power and one on
making a living—that deal with the ways human
cultural creativity is channeled and circumscribed
by political and economic constraints.

e Part IV, Systems of Relationships, looks at the or-
ganization of human interdependence, covering
gender, sex, and sexuality, kinship, other forms of
relatedness, and marriage and the family.

e PartV, From Local to Global, concludes the text.
We ask students to contemplate the globalizing,
transnational context in which all human beings
live at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Chapters examine dimensions of inequality in
the contemporary world; how anthropology is ap-
plied to medicine; and some of the consequences
of global political, economic, and cultural pro-
cesses that all societies face today.

What'’s New
in the Tenth Edition

In addition to updating the text, we have a number of
key changes to this edition:

o Chapter 10 is a new chapter on Sex, Gender, and
Sexuality. This chapter brings together material
that was previously integrated into different chap-
ters and expands and updates it with new anthro-
pological research and analysis documenting the
varied ways in which people around the world are
revising their understandings and practices in-
volving sex, gender, and sexuality.

o To make room for the new chapter 10, we have cre-
ated a new chapter 11 that merges and integrates
previous chapters on Relationships and Marriage
and the Family. Also new in that chapter is a re-
vised discussion of friendship and a new discus-
sion of child circulation and adoption in the Andes.

o The material on the biology of race originally in
chapter 4 has now been integrated into the dis-
cussion on racial inequality in chapter 12, offer-
ing students an integrated picture of how
anthropologists approach the issue of race from
both a biological and a cultural perspective.
Chapter 12 also includes a new discussion of
class and caste in urban India.
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o The discussion of fieldwork in chapter 3 includes

a much-expanded discussion of anthropology
and ethics.

o The chapter on the anthropology of globalization
is now chapter 13, and it includes new sections on
humanitarianism and humanitarian reason, ter-
ritorial citizenship, and vernacular statecraft.
Chapter 14, on medical anthropology, is now the
final chapter in the book.

R i A SN
Key Features

o We take an explicitly global approach in the text. We
systematically point out the extent to which the
current sociocultural situation of particular peo-
ples has been shaped by their particular histories
of contact with capitalism, and we highlight ways
in which the post-Cold War global spread of capi-
talism has drastically reshaped the local contexts
within which people everywhere live their lives.

We incorporate current anthropological approaches to
power and inequality into the text. We explore how
power is manifested in different human societies;
how it permeates all aspects of social life; and
how it is deployed, resisted, and transformed. We
discuss issues of trauma, social suffering, and
human rights.

Material on gender and feminist anthropology is fea-
tured both in its own chapter and throughout the text.
Discussions of gender are tightly woven into the
fabric of the book from the first chapter to the
last and include (for example) material on geni-
tal cutting, gender issues in field research, lan-
guage and gender, dance and gender politics,
masculinity and baseball in Cuba, women and
colonialism, gender issues in the Muslim head-
scarf controversy in France, and Nuer woman
marriage.

Voices of indigenous peoples, anthropologists, and
nonanthropologists are presented in the text in “In
Their Own Words” commentaries. These short com-
mentaries provide alternative perspectives—
alwaysreadableandsometimescontroversial—on
topics discussed in the chapter in which they
appear.

How anthropology fits into everyday life continues to be
an explicit focus. Beginning with chapter 3, most
chapters include a feature called “Anthropology

in Everyday Life” that explores different practical
applications of anthropology.

“EthnoProfiles” provide ethnographic summaries and
maps of each society discussed at length in the text.
These boxes emerged from our desire as teachers
to supply our students with basic geographical,
demographic, and political information about
the peoples with whom anthropologists have
worked. These are not intended to be a substitute
for reading ethnographies or for in-class lectures,
and they are not intended to reify or essentialize
the “people” or “culture” in question. Their main
purpose is simply to provide a consistent orien-
tation for readers. At the same time, as it be-
comes more and more difficult to attach peoples
to particular territories in an era of globaliza-
tion, the orientating purpose of the EthnoProfiles
is also undermined. How does one calculate
population numbers or draw a simple map to
locate a global diaspora? How does one con-
struct an EthnoProfile for overseas Chinese or
trans-border Haitians? We did not know the
answer to these questions, which is why
EthnoProfiles for those groups will not be found
in the textbook.

In our discussions, we have tried to avoid being omni-
scient narrators by making use of citations and quota-
tions in order to indicate where anthropological ideas
come from. In our view, even first-year students
need to know that an academic discipline like
anthropology is constructed by the work of
many people; no one, especially not textbooks
authors, should attempt to impose a single voice
on the field. We have avoided, as much as we
could, predigested statements that students must
take on faith. We try to give them the informa-
tion that they need to see where particular con-
clusions come from.

Y. e T
Ancillaries

e A free Companion Website at http://www.oup

.com/us/schultz features (1) Student Resources,
including a study skills guide (filled with hints
and suggestions on improving study skills, orga-
nizing information, writing essay exams, and
taking multiple-choice exams), flashcards, self-
quizzes, chapter outlines, and helpful links;
(2) Instructor Resources, including PowerPoint
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presentations for lectures, filmographies, activi-
ties, discussion questions, and guest editorials
(brief essays by well-known anthropologists
written especially for our text); and (3) a bonus
chapter on human evolution, based on the sug-
gestion of several reviewers who feel a need to
provide their students with the basics of human
evolutionary theory from a biological anthropo-
logical perspective.

« Further Instructor Resources include a free Com-
puterized Test Bank and Instructor's Manual on
CD, created by Brian Hoey of Marshall University,
and free cartridges for Course Management Sys-
tems, available from your Oxford University Press
sales representative.

RN e
A Final Note

We take students seriously. In our experience, although
students may sometimes complain, they are also pleased
when a course or a textbook gives them some credit for
having minds and being willing to use them. We have
worked hard to make this book readable and to present
anthropology in its diversity, as a vibrant, lively disci-
pline full of excitement, contention, and intellectual
value. We do not run away from the meat of the disci-
pline with the excuse that it's too hard for students. We
are aware that instant messaging, text messaging, and
social networks and live journals have changed the ways
in which students communicate, spend their time, and
interact with their courses, especially their textbooks. We
believe that a clear, straightforward, uncluttered presen-
tation of cultural anthropology works well. Our collec-
tive teaching experience has ranged from highly selec-
tive liberal arts colleges to multipurpose state universi-
ties to semirural community colleges. We have found
that students at all of these institutions are willing to be
challenged and make an effort when it is clear to them
that anthropology has something to offer intellectually,
emotionally, and practically. It is our hope that this new
edition will continue to be a useful tool in challenging
students and convincing them of the value of anthropol-
ogy as a way of thinking about, and dealing with, the
world in which they live.
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n early 1976, the authors of this book traveled to

northern Cameroon, in western Africa, to study social
relations in the town of Guider, where we rented a small
house. In the first weeks we lived there, we enjoyed
spending the warm evenings of the dry season reading
and writing in the glow of the house’s brightest electric
fixture, which illuminated a large, unscreened veranda.
After a short time, however, the rains began, and with
them appeared swarms of winged termites. These slow-
moving insects with fat, two-inch abdomens were
attracted to the light on the veranda, and we soon found
ourselves spending more time swatting at them than
reading or writing. One evening, in a fit of desperation,
we rolled up old copies of the international edition of
Newsweek and began an all-out assault, determined to
rid the veranda of every single termite.

The rent we paid for this house included the services
of a night watchman. As we launched our attack on the
termites, the night watchman suddenly appeared beside
the veranda carrying an empty powdered milk tin. When
he asked if he could have the insects we had been killing,
we were a bit taken aback but warmly invited him to
help himself. He moved onto the veranda, quickly col-
lected the corpses of fallen insects, and then joined us in
going after those termites that were still airborne.
Although we became skilled at thwacking the insects
with our rolled-up magazines, our skills paled beside
those of the night watchman, who simply snatched the
termites out of the air with his hand, squeezed them
gently, and dropped them into his rapidly filling tin can.
The three of us managed to clear the air of insects—and
fill his tin—in about 10 minutes. The night watchman
thanked us and returned to his post, and we returned to
our books.

The following evening, soon after we took up our
usual places on the veranda, the watchman appeared at
the steps bearing a tray with two covered dishes. He
explained that his wife had prepared the food for us in
exchange for our help in collecting termites. We accepted
the food and carefully lifted the lids. One dish contained
nyiri, a stiff paste made of red sorghum, a staple of the
local diet. The other dish contained another pasty sub-
stance with a speckled, salt-and-pepper appearance,
which we realized was termite paste prepared from the
insects we had all killed the previous night.

The night watchman waited at the foot of the ve-
randa steps, an expectant smile on his face. Clearly, he
did not intend to leave until we tasted the food his wife
had prepared. We looked at each other. We had never
eaten insects before or considered them edible in the
North American, middle-class diet we were used to. To
be sure, “delicacies” like chocolate-covered ants exist,

but such items are considered by most North Americans
to be food fit only for eccentrics. However, we under-
stood the importance of not insulting the night watch-
man and his wife, who were being so generous to us. We
knew that insects were a favored food in many human
societies and that eating them brought no ill effects. So
we reached into the dish of nyiri, pulling off a small
amount. We then used the ball of nyiri to scoop up a
small portion of termite paste, brought the mixture to
our mouths, ate, chewed, and swallowed. The watchman
beamed, bid us goodnight, and returned to his post.

We looked at each other in wonder. The sorghum
paste had a grainy tang that was rather pleasant. The
termite paste tasted mild, like chicken, not unpleasant
at all. We later wrote to our families about this experi-
ence. When they wrote back, they described how they
had told friends about our experience. Most of their
friends had strong, negative reactions. But one friend,
a home economist, was not shocked at all. She simply
commented that termites are a good source of clean
protein.

b RN o .
What Is Anthropology*?

This anecdote is not just about us; it also illustrates
some of the central elements of the anthropological ex-
perience. Anthropologists want to learn about as many
different human ways of life as they can. The people
they come to know are members of their own society or
live on a different continent, in cities or in rural areas.
Their ways of life may involve patterns of regular move-
ment across international borders, or they may make
permanent homes in the borderlands themselves. Ar-
chaeologists reconstruct ancient ways of life from traces
left behind in the earth that are hundreds or thousands
of years old; anthropologists who strive to reconstruct
the origin of the human species itself make use of fossil
remains that reach back millions of years into the past.
Whatever the case may be, anthropologists are some-
times exposed to practices that startle them. However, as
they take the risk of getting to know such ways of life
better, they are often treated to the sweet discovery of
familiarity. This shock of the unfamiliar becoming
familiar—as well as the familiar becoming unfamiliar—
is something anthropologists come to expect and is one
of the real pleasures of the field. In this book, we share
aspects of the anthropological experience in the hope
that you, too, will come to find pleasure, insight,
and self-recognition from an involvement with the
unfamiliar.
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Anthropology can be defined as the study of human
nature, human society, and the human past (Greenwood
and Stini 1977). It is a scholarly discipline that aims to
describe in the broadest possible sense what it means to
be human. Anthropologists are not alone in focusing
their attention on human beings and their creations.
Human biology, literature, art, history, linguistics, soci-
ology, political science, economics—all these scholarly
disciplines and many more—concentrate on one or an-
other aspect of human life. Anthropologists are con-
vinced, however, that explanations of human activities
will be superficial unless they acknowledge that human
lives are always entangled in complex patterns of work
and family, power and meaning. What is distinctive
about the way anthropologists study human life? As we
shall see, anthropology is holistic, comparative, field
based, and evolutionary. First, anthropology empha-
sizes that all the aspects of human life intersect with one
another in complex ways. They shape one another and
become integrated with one another over time. Anthro-
pology is thus the integrated, or holistic, study of human
nature, human society, and the human past. This holism
draws together anthropologists whose specializations
might otherwise divide them. At the most inclusive
level, we may thus think of anthropology as the inte-
grated (or holistic) study of human nature, human soci-
ety, and the human past. Holism has long been central
to the anthropological perspective and remains the fea-
ture that draws together anthropologists whose special-
izations might otherwise divide them.

Second, in addition to being holistic, anthropology
is a discipline interested in comparison. To generalize
about human nature, human society, and the human
past requires evidence from the widest possible range of
human societies. It is not enough, for example, to ob-
serve only our own social group, discover that we do not
eat insects, and conclude that human beings as a species
do not eat insects. When we compare human diets in dif-
ferent societies, we discover that insect eating is quite
common and that the North American aversion to eating
insects is nothing more than a dietary practice specific to
a particular society.

Third, anthropology is also a field-based discipline.
That is, for almost all anthropologists, the actual prac-
tice of anthropology—its data collection—takes place
away from the office and in direct contact with the
people, the sites, or the animals that are of interest.
Whether they are biological anthropologists studying
chimpanzees in Tanzania, archaeologists excavating a
site high in the Peruvian Andes, linguistic anthropolo-
gists learning an unwritten language in New Guinea, or
cultural anthropologists studying ethnic identity in West

Africa or small-town festivals in Minnesota, anthropolo-
gists are in direct contact with the sources of their data.
For most anthropologists, the richness and complexity
of this immersion in other patterns of life is one of our
discipline’s most distinctive features. Field research con-
nects anthropologists directly with the lived experience
of other people or other primates or to the material evi-
dence of that experience that they have left behind. Aca-
demic anthropologists try to intersperse field research
with the other tasks they perform as university profes-
sors. Other anthropologists—applied anthropologists—
regularly spend most or all of their time carrying out
field research. All anthropology begins with a specific
group of people (or primates) and always comes back to
them as well.

Finally, anthropologists try to come up with gener-
alizations about what it means to be human that are
valid across space and over time. Because anthropolo-
gists are interested in documenting and explaining
change over time in the human past, evolution is at the
core of the anthropological perspective. Anthropologists
examine the biological evolution of the human species,
which documents change over time in the physical fea-
tures and life processes of human beings and their an-
cestors. Topics of interest include both human origins
and genetic variation and inheritance in living human
populations. If evolution is understood broadly as
change over time, then human societies and cultures
may also be understood to have evolved from prehis-
toric times to the present.

Anthropologists have long been interested in cultural
evolution, which concerns change over time in beliefs,
behaviors, and material objects that shape human
development and social life. As we will see in chapter 4,
early discussions of cultural evolution in anthro-
pology emphasized a series of universal stages. However,
this approach has been rejected by contemporary

anthropology The study of human nature, human society, and the
human past.

holism A characteristic of the anthropological perspective that de-
scribes, how anthropology tries to integrate all that is known

about human beings and their activities. This is based on empirical evi-
dence that any aspect of culture is entangled with other aspects

in complex ways.

comparison A characteristic of the anthropological perspective that
requires anthropologists to consider similarities and differences in as
wide a range of human societies as possible before generalizing about
human nature, human society, or the human past.

evolution A characteristic of the anthropological perspective that
requires anthropologists to place their observations about human
nature, human society, or the human past in a temporal framework that
takes into consideration change over time.
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anthropologists who talk about cultural evolution, like
William Durham (1991) and Robert Boyd (e.g., Richer-
son and Boyd 2006). Theoretical debates about culture
change and about whether it ought to be called “cultural
evolution” or not are very lively right now, not only in
anthropology but also in related fields like evolutionary
biology and developmental psychology. In the midst of
this debate, one of anthropology’s most important con-
tributions to the study of human evolution remains the
demonstration that biological evolution is not the same
thing as cultural evolution. Distinction between the two
remains important as a way of demonstrating the falla-
cies and incoherence of arguments claiming that every-
thing people do or think can be explained biologically,
for example, in terms of “genes” or “race” or “sex.”

What Is the Concept
of Culture?

A consequence of human evolution that had the most
profound impact on human nature and human society
was the emergence of culture, which we define here as
patterns of learned behaviors and ideas that human
beings acquire as members of society, together with the
material artifacts and structures humans create and use.
Our cultural heritage allows humans to adapt to and
transform the world around us, through our interactions
with material structures and objects in the communities
where we live, through the connections we form with
other people, through the actions and skills of our indi-
vidual bodies, and through the ideas and values of our
minds. The cultural heritage of the human species is
both meaningful and material, and it makes us unique
among living creatures. Human beings are more depen-
dent than any other species on learning for survival be-
cause we have no instincts that automatically protect us
and help us find food and shelter. Instead, we have come
to use our large and complex brains to learn from other
members of society what we need to know to survive.
This includes learning to manage the built environ-
ment—our dwellings and settlements—and mastering

culture Sets of learned behavior and ideas that human beings acquire
as members of society together with the material artifacts and struc-
tures humans create and use. Human beings use culture to adapt to and
to transform the world in which they live.

biocultural organisms Organisms (in this case, human beings) whose
defining features are codetermined by biological and cultural factors.

material culture Objects created or shaped by human beings and
given meaning by cultural practices.

skills with tools and other artifacts that support our con-
tinued survival. Learning and enskillment are a primary
focus of childhood, which lasts longer for humans than
for any other species.

From the anthropological perspective, the concept
of culture is central to explanations of why human
beings are what they are and why they do what they
do. Anthropologists are frequently able to show that
members of a particular social group behave in a particu-
lar way not because the behavior was programmed by
their genes, but because they observed or interacted with
other people and learned how to perform the behavior
themselves. For example, North Americans typically do
not eat insects, but this behavior is not the result of ge-
netic programming. Rather, North Americans have been
told as children that eating insects is disgusting, have
never seen any of their family or friends eat insects, and
do not eat insects themselves. As we discovered person-
ally, however, insects can be eaten by North Americans
with no ill effects. The difference in dietary practice can
be explained in terms of cultural learning rather than
genetic programming,.

However, to understand the power of culture, an-
thropologists must also know about human biology.
Anthropologists in North America traditionally have
been trained in both areas so that they can understand
how living organisms work and become acquainted with
comparative information about a wide range of human
cultures. As a result, most anthropologists reject explana-
tions of human behavior that force them to choose
either biology or culture as the unique cause. Instead
they emphasize that human beings are biocultural
organisms. Our biological makeup—our brain, nervous
system, and anatomy—is the outcome of developmental
processes to which our genes and cellular chemistry con-
tribute in fundamental ways. It also makes us capable of
creating and using culture. Without these biological en-
dowments, human culture as we know it would not
exist. At the same time, our survival as biological organ-
isms depends on learned ways of thinking and acting
that help us find food, shelter, and mates and that teach
us how to rear our children. Our biological endowment
makes culture possible; human culture makes human
biological survival possible.

To understand the power of culture, anthropologists
are also paying increasing attention to the role played by
material culture in the lives of biocultural human or-
ganisms. Many cultural anthropologists, including our-
selves, have traditionally emphasized the way people’s
dealings with artifacts are shaped by the cultural mean-
ings they attach to those artifacts. This emphasis has
seemed particularly necessary in the face of the wide-
spread assumptions in our own North American society
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that material objects have obvious functional meanings
that are the same for everyone, everywhere. But cultural
anthropologists have found repeatedly that the same
object can mean different things to different people: Just
consider the varied meanings attached to assault weap-
ons or the “morning after pill” that have been held by
different groups of U.S. citizens in the recent history of
the United States.

At the same time, innovative theories of materiality
developed in fields called cyborg anthropology and sci-
ence studies have provided cultural anthropologists
with new ways of conceptualizing relations between
persons and things. Examples illustrating these new ap-
proaches will be found throughout this book. Many ex-
amples center on human experiences with new kinds
of things—computers, cell phones, the Internet—that
are increasingly central to the everyday lives of people
all over the world. For instance, persons who play
online video games seem to join with the technology
and the other players to form a seamless hybrid entity;
or the technology that links us to friends on Facebook
disappears from our awareness. This is a phenomenon
that anthropologist Daniel Miller calls the humility of
things: “objects are important, not because they are evi-
dent and physically constrain or enable, but quite the
opposite. It is often precisely because we do not see
them” (2010, 50). The merging of persons and things is
sometimes a source of pleasure, as when we do our hol-
iday shopping on the Internet; but it can also be trou-
bling when we realize that our web-surfing activities
are being tracked by commercial web bots. For these

and other reasons, we agree with Daniel Miller that
“the best way to understand, convey, and appreciate
our humanity is through attention to our fundamental
materiality” (2010, 4). And this means taking material
culture seriously.

What Makes Anthropology
a Cross-Disciplinary
Discipline?

Because of its diversity, anthropology does not easily fit
into any of the standard academic classifications. The
discipline is usually listed as a social science, but it spans
the natural sciences and the humanities as well. What
it is not, as we will see, is the study of the “exotic,” the
“primitive,” or the “savage,” terms that anthropologists
reject. Figure 1.1 brings some order to the variety of in-
terests found under the anthropological umbrella.
Traditionally, North American anthropology has
been divided into four subfields: biological anthropology,
cultural anthropology, linguistic anthropology, and archae-
ology. Because of their commitment to holism, many
anthropology departments try to represent most or all
of the subfields in their academic programs. However,
universities in other parts of the world, such as Europe,
usually do not bring all these specialties together. Many
North American anthropologists, however, associate

Anthropology
The integrated study of human nature, human society, and human history.

Biological anthropology —«

> Cultural anthropology

Paleoanthropology

Human biology
and variation

Kinship and
social organization

Material life and technology
Subsistence and economics

Primatology
Worldview
Applied anthropology

Medical anthropology
\ Developmental anthropology /

Urban anthropology
Anthropological

Archaeology linguistics

Prehistoric archaeology
Historical archaeology

Descriptive linguistics
Comparative linguistics

A

FIGURE 1.1

> Historical linguistics

In the United States, anthropology is traditionally divided into four specialties: biological anthropology, cultural anthropology,

anthropological linguistics, and archaeology. Applied anthropology draws on information provided by the other four specialties.
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holistic four-field North American anthropology with
the successful repudiation of nineteenth-century scien-
tific racism by Franz Boas and other early-twentieth-
century anthropologists. They also value four-field
anthropology as a protected “trading zone” within
which anthropologists are encouraged to bring to-
gether fresh concepts and knowledge from a variety of
research traditions. North American anthropologist
Rena Lederman, for example, has stressed that four-
field anthropology does not insist on a single way of
bringing the subfields together (2005).

Anthropological holism is attractive even to those
who were not trained in North America. British anthro-
pologist Tim Ingold, for example, argues, “The best an-
thropological writing is distinguished by its receptiveness
to ideas springing from work in subjects far beyond its
conventional boundaries, and by its ability to connect
these ideas in ways that would not have occurred to
their originators, who may be more enclosed in their
particular disciplinary frameworks” (1994, xvii). We
share the views of Lederman and Ingold: Trained in ho-
listic, four-field anthropology, we continue to value the
unique perspective it brings to the study of human
nature, human society, and the human past. Indeed, as
the organizers of a recent anthropological conference
observed, “Even those who were the least persuaded
that the traditional four-field organization of American
anthropology was still viable (if it ever was) came away
with a strong sense that the subfields had a great deal to
say to one another and indeed needed one another”
(McKinnon and Silverman 2005, viii).

e A, N
Biological Anthropology

Since the nineteenth century, when anthropology was
developing as an academic field, anthropologists have
studied human beings as living organisms in order to
discover what makes us different from or similar to
other animals. Early interest in these matters was a by-
product of centuries of exploration. Western Europe-
ans had found tremendous variation in the physical
appearance of peoples around the world and had long
tried to make sense of these differences. Some re-
searchers developed a series of elaborate techniques to

races Social groupings that allegedly reflect biological differences.
racism The systematic oppression of one or more socially defined
“races" by another socially defined “race” that is justified in terms of the
supposed inherent biological superiority of the rulers and the supposed
inherent biological inferiority of those they rule.

measure different observable features of human popu-
lations, including skin color, hair type, body type, and
so forth, hoping to find scientific evidence that would
allow them to classify all the peoples of the world into
a set of unambiguous categories based on distinct sets
of biological attributes. Such categories were called
races, and many scientists were convinced that clear-
cut criteria for racial classification would be discovered
if careful measurements were made on enough people
from a range of different populations.

European scientists first applied racial categories to
the peoples of Europe itself, but their classifications
soon included non-European peoples, who were
coming under increasing political and economic domi-
nation by expanding European and European Ameri-
can capitalist societies. These peoples differed from
“white” Europeans not only because of their darker
skin color but also because of their unfamiliar lan-
guages and customs. In most cases, their technologies
were also no match for the might of the West. In the
early eighteenth century, for example, the European bi-
ologist Carolus Linnaeus (Carl von Linne, 1707-1778)
classified known human populations into four races
(American, European, Asian, and Negro) based on skin
color (reddish, white, yellow, and black, respectively).
Linnaeus also connected racial membership with the
mental and moral attributes of group members. Thus,
he wrote, Europeans were “fickle, sanguine, blue-eyed,
gentle, and governed by laws,” whereas Negros were
“choleric, obstinate, contented, and regulated by
custom” and Asians were “grave, avaricious, dignified,
and ruled by opinion” (Molnar 2001, 5-6).

In the nineteenth century, influential natural scien-
tists such as Louis Agassiz, Samuel George Morton, Francis
Galton, and Paul Broca built on this idea of race, ranking
different populations of the world in terms of brain size;
unsurprisingly, the brains of “white” Europeans and North
Americans were found to be larger, and the other races
were seen to represent varying grades of inferiority, with
Africans ranked at the bottom (Gould 1996). These find-
ings were used to justify the social practice of racism:
the systematic oppression of members of one or more
socially defined “races” by another socially defined race
that is justified in terms of the supposed inherent bio-
logical superiority of the rulers and the supposed inherent
biological inferiority of those they rule.

Biological or physical anthropology as a separate
discipline had its origins in the work of scholars like
these, whose training was in some other discipline, often
medicine. Johann Blumenbach (1752-1840), for exam-
ple, whom some have called the “father of physical an-
thropology,” was trained as a physician. Blumenbach
identified five different races (Caucasoid, Mongoloid,
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In Their Own Words _

Anthropology as a Vocation

Listening to Voices

James W. Fernandez (Ph.D., Northwestern University) is a professor of anthropology at the University of
Chicago. He has worked among the Fang of Gabon and among cattle keepers and miners of Asturias, Spain.
This is an excerpt from an essay about the anthropological vocation.

or me, the anthropological calling has fundamentally to

do with the inclination to hear voices. An important
part of our vocation is “listening to voices,” and our meth-
ods are the procedures that best enable us to hear voices,
to represent voices, to translate voices.

By listening carefully to others' voices and by trying to
give voice to these voices, we act to widen the horizons of
human conviviality. If we had not achieved some fellow
feeling by being there, by listening carefully and by negoti-
ating in good faith, it would be the more difficult to give
voice in a way that would widen the horizons of human
conviviality. Be that as it may, the calling to widen horizons
and increase human conviviality seems a worthy
calling—full of a very human optimism and good sense.
Who would resist the proposition that more fellow feeling
in the world is better than less, and that to extend the
interlocutive in the world is better than to diminish it?

American, Ethiopian, and Malayan), and his classifica-
tion was influential in the later nineteenth and twentieth
centuries (Molnar 2001, 6). He and his contemporaries
assumed that the races of “mankind” (as they would
have said) were fixed and unchanging subdivisions of
humanity.

However, as scientists learned more about biological
variation in human populations, some of them came to
realize that traits traditionally used to identify races, such
as skin color, did not correlate well with other physical
and biological traits, let alone mental and moral traits.
Indeed, scientists could not even agree about how many
human races there were or where the boundaries be-
tween them should be drawn.

By the early twentieth century, some anthropolo-
gists and biologists were arguing that race was a cultural
label invented by human beings to sort people into
groups and that races with distinct and unique sets of
biological attributes simply did not exist. Anthropolo-
gists like Franz Boas, for example, who in the early 1900s
founded the first department of anthropology in the
United States, at Columbia University, had long been
uncomfortable with racial classifications in anthropol-
ogy. Boas and his students devoted much energy to

At the same time, there is a paradox here, one that
demands of us a sense of proportion. Although the
anthropologist is called to bring diverse people into inter-
communication, he or she is also called to resist the
homogenization that lies in mass communication. We are
called by our very experience to celebrate the great variety
of voices in the human chorus. The paradox is that we at
once work to amplify the scale of intercommunication—
and in effect contribute to homogenization—while at the
same time we work to insist on the great variety of voices
in communication. We must maintain here too a sense of
proportion. We must recognize the point at which wider
and wider cultural intercommunication can lead to domi-
nant voices hidden in the homogenizing process. Human
intercommunication has its uses and abuses.

Source:Fernandez 1990, 14-15.

debunking racist stereotypes, using both their knowl-
edge of biology and their understanding of culture. As
the discipline of anthropology developed in the United
States, students were trained in both human biology and
human culture to provide them with the tools to fight
racial stereotyping. After World War II, this position
gained increasing strength in North American anthro-
pology, under the forceful leadership of Sherwood
Washburn. The “new” physical anthropology Washburn
developed at the University of California, Berkeley, repu-
diated racial classification and shifted attention to pat-
terns of variation and adaptation within the human
species as a whole. This shift in emphasis led many
of Washburn's followers to define their specialty as
biological anthropology, a move that highlighted their
differences with the older “physical anthropology” de-
voted to racial classification.

biological anthropology (or physical anthropology) The specialty
of anthropology that looks at human beings as biological organisms and
tries to discover what characteristics make them different from other
organisms and what characteristics they share.
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such as Agustin Fuentes (a). Other biological anthropologists are
paleoanthropologists, such as Matthew Tornow, who studies

ancient primate ancestors (b).

Some biological anthropologists work in the fields
of primatology (the study of the closest living relatives
of human beings, the nonhuman primates), paleoan-
thropology (the study of fossilized bones and teeth of
our earliest ancestors), and human skeletal biology
(measuring and comparing the shapes and sizes—or
morphology—of bones and teeth using skeletal re-
mains from different human populations) (Figure 1.2).
Newer specialties focus on human adaptability in dif-
ferent ecological settings, on human growth and devel-
opment, or on the connections between a population’s
evolutionary history and its susceptibility to disease.
Forensic anthropologists use their knowledge of human
skeletal anatomy to aid law enforcement and human
rights investigators. Molecular anthropologists trace
chemical similarities and differences in the immune
system, an interest that has led to active research on the
virus that causes HIV/AIDS. Moreover, new analytic
techniques, such as biostatistics, three-dimensional im-
aging, and electronic communication and publishing,
have revolutionized the field. In all these ways, biologi-
cal anthropologists can illuminate what makes human
beings similar to and different from one another, other

tives of human beings.

paleoanthropology The search for fossilized remains of humanity's
earliest ancestors.

cultural anthropology The specialty of anthropology that shows how
variation in the beliefs and behaviors of members of different human
groups is shaped by sets of learned behaviors and ideas that human
beings acquire as members of society—that is, by culture.

primates, and other forms of life (Boaz and Wolfe
1995; Weinker 1995).

Whether they study human biology, primates, or the
fossils of our ancestors, biological anthropologists clearly
share many methods and theories used in the natural
sciences—primarily biology, ecology, chemistry, and geol-
ogy. What tends to set biological anthropologists apart
from their nonanthropological colleagues is the holistic,
comparative, and evolutionary perspective that has been
part of their anthropological training. That perspective re-
minds them always to consider their work as only part of
the overall study of human nature, human society, and
the human past.

R A SN
Cultural Anthropology

The second specialty within anthropology is cultural
anthropology, which is sometimes called sociocultural
anthropology, social anthropology, or ethnology. By the early
twentieth century, anthropologists realized that racial bi-
ology could not be used to explain why everyone in the
world did not dress the same, speak the same language,
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pray to the same god, or eat insects for dinner. About the
same time, anthropologists like Margaret Mead were
showing that the biology of sexual difference could not
be used to predict how men and women might behave
or what tasks they would perform in any given society.
Anthropologists concluded that something other than
biology had to be responsible for these variations. They
suggested that this “something else” was culture.

Many anthropologists did significant research
throughout the twentieth century to separate human
biological variation from human cultural practices,
showing that these practices could not be reduced to
“racial” difference. By the latter part of the twentieth
century, anthropologists also regularly distinguished
between the biological sex an individual was assigned
and the culturally shaped gender roles considered ap-
propriate for each sex in a given society. As we shall see
in chapter 10, the contemporary anthropological study
of sex, gender, and sexuality has become considerably
more complex, drawing together contributions from
cultural anthropologists, biological anthropologists,
and other scholars and scientists.

Because people everywhere use culture to adapt to
and transform everything in the wider world in which
they live, the field of cultural anthropology is vast.
Cultural anthropologists tend to specialize in one or
another domain of human cultural activity (Figure 1.3).
Some study the ways particular groups of human beings
organize themselves to carry out collective tasks,

gists talk to many people, observe
their actions, and participate as fully
as possible in a group's way of life.
Here, Sri Lankan anthropologist
Arjun Guneratne converses with
some of his consultants in Nepal.

whether economic, political, or spiritual. This focus
within cultural anthropology bears the closest resem-
blance to the discipline of sociology, and from it has
come the identification of anthropology as one of the
social sciences.

Sociology and anthropology developed during the
same period and share similar interests in social organiza-
tion. What differentiated anthropology from sociology
was the anthropological interest in comparing different
forms of human social life. In the racist framework of nine-
teenth- and early-twentieth-century European and North
American societies, some people viewed sociology as the
study of “civilized” industrial societies and labeled anthro-
pology as the study of all other societies, lumped together
as “primitive.” Today, by contrast, anthropologists are con-
cerned with studying all human societies, and they reject
the labels civilized and primitive for the same reason they
reject the term race. Contemporary anthropologists do re-
search in urban and rural settings around the world and
among members of all societies, including their own.

Anthropologists discovered that people in many
non-Western societies do not organize bureaucracies
or churches or schools, yet they still manage to carry

sex Observable physical characteristics that distinguish two kinds of
humans, females and males, needed for biological reproduction

gender The cultural construction of beliefs and behaviors considered
appropriate for each sex.
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out successfully the full range of human activity be-
cause they developed institutions of relatedness that
enabled them to organize social groups through which
they could live their lives. One form of relatedness,
called kinship, links people to one another on the basis
of birth, marriage, and nurturance. The study of kin-
ship has become highly developed in anthropology
and remains a focus of interest today. In addition, an-
thropologists have described a variety of forms of
social groups organized according to different princi-
ples, such as secret societies, age sets, and numerous
forms of complex political organization, including
states. In recent years, cultural anthropologists have
studied contemporary issues of gender and sexuality,
transnational labor migration, urbanization, global-
ization, the post-Cold War resurgence of ethnicity and
nationalism around the globe, and debates about
human rights.

Cultural anthropologists have investigated the
patterns of material life found in different human
groups. Among the most striking are worldwide varia-
tions in clothing, housing, tools, and techniques for
getting food and making material goods. Some an-
thropologists specialize in the study of technologies
in different societies or in the evolution of technology
over time. Those interested in material life also de-
scribe the natural setting for which technologies have
been developed and analyze the way technologies
and environments shape each other. Others have in-
vestigated the way non-Western people have re-
sponded to the political and economic challenges of
colonialism and the capitalist industrial technology
that accompanied it.

People everywhere are increasingly making use of
material goods and technologies produced outside their
own societies. Anthropologists have been able to show
that, contrary to many expectations, non-Western people
do not slavishly imitate Western ways. Instead, they
make use of Western technologies in ways that are cre-
ative and often unanticipated but that make sense in

whose language or way of life anthropologists are interested, during
which anthropologists ordinarily collect most of their data.
informants People in a particular culture who work with
anthropologists and provide them with insights about their way of
life. Also called respondents, teachers, or friends.

ethnography An anthropologist's written or filmed description of a
particular culture.

ethnology The comparative study of two or more cultures.

their own local cultural context. For example, some an-
thropologists are currently tracing the various ways in
which populations both inside and outside the West
make use of cybertechnology for their own social and
cultural purposes.

As cultural anthropologists have become increas-
ingly aware of the sociocultural influences that stretch
across space to affect local communities, they have also
become sensitive to those that stretch over time. As a
result, many contemporary cultural anthropologists
make serious efforts to place their cultural analyses in
detailed historical context. Cultural anthropologists
who do comparative studies of language, music, dance,
art, poetry, philosophy, religion, or ritual often share
many of the interests of specialists in the disciplines of
fine arts and humanities.

Cultural anthropologists, no matter what their
area of specialization, ordinarily collect their data
during an extended period of close involvement with
the people in whose language or way of life they are
interested. This period of research, called fieldwork,
has as its central feature the anthropologists’ involve-
ment in the everyday routine of those among whom
they live. People who share information about their
culture and language with anthropologists have tradi-
tionally been called informants; however, anthropolo-
gists use this term less today and some prefer to describe
these individuals as respondents, collaborators, teachers,
or simply as “the people I work with” because these terms
emphasize a relationship of equality and reciprocity.
Fieldworkers gain insight into another culture by par-
ticipating with members in social activities and by ob-
serving those activities as outsiders. This research
method, known as participant observation, is central to
cultural anthropology.

Cultural anthropologists write about what they
have learned in scholarly articles or books and some-
times document the lives of the people they work with
on film or video. An ethnography is a description of
“the customary social behaviors of an identifiable
group of people” (Wolcott 1999, 252-3); ethnology is
the comparative study of two or more such groups.
Thus, cultural anthropologists who write ethnogra-
phies are sometimes called ethnographers, and anthro-
pologists who compare ethnographic information on
many different cultural practices are sometimes called
ethnologists. But not all anthropological writing is eth-
nographic. Some anthropologists specialize in recon-
structing the history of our discipline, tracing, for
example, how anthropologists’ fieldwork practices have
changed over time and how these changes may be
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related to wider political, economic, and social changes
within the societies from which they came and within
which they did their research.

e A, N
Linguistic Anthropology

Perhaps the most striking cultural feature of our spe-
cies is language: the system of arbitrary vocal symbols
we use to encode our experience of the world and of
one another. People use language to talk about all
areas of their lives, from material to spiritual. Linguis-
tic anthropology therefore studies language, not only
as a form of symbolic communication, but also as a
major carrier of important cultural information. Many
early anthropologists were the first people to tran-
scribe non-Western languages and to produce gram-
mars and dictionaries of those languages.
Contemporary linguistic anthropologists and their
counterparts in sociology (called sociolinguists) study
the way language differences correlate with differences
in gender, race, class, or ethnic identity. Some have
specialized in studying what happens when speakers
are fluent in more than one language and must choose
which language to use under what circumstances.
Others have written about what happens when speak-
ers of unrelated languages are forced to communicate
with one another, producing languages called pidgins.
Some linguistic anthropologists study sign languages.
Others look at the ways children learn language or the
styles and strategies followed by fluent speakers en-
gaged in conversation. More recently, linguistic an-
thropologists have paid attention to the way political
ideas in a society contribute to people’s ideas of what
may or may not be said and the strategies speakers
devise to escape these forms of censorship. Some take
part in policy discussions about literacy and language
standardization and address the challenges faced
by speakers of languages that are being displaced by
international languages of commerce and technology
such as English.

In all these cases, linguistic anthropologists try to
understand language in relation to the broader cul-
tural, historical, or biological contexts that make it pos-
sible. Because highly specialized training in linguistics
as well as anthropology is required for people who
practice it, linguistic anthropology has long been
recognized as a separate subfield of anthropology. Con-
temporary linguistic anthropologists continue to be

trained in this way, and many cultural anthropologists
also receive linguistics training as part of their profes-
sional preparation.

b RN e .
Archaeology

Archaeology, another major specialty within anthro-
pology, is a cultural anthropology of the human past
involving the analysis of material remains. Through ar-
chaeology, anthropologists discover much about
human history, particularly prehistory, the long stretch
of time before the development of writing. Archaeolo-
gists look for evidence of past human cultural activity,
such as postholes, garbage heaps, and settlement pat-
terns. Depending on the locations and ages of sites they
are digging, archaeologists may also have to be experts
on stone-tool manufacture, metallurgy, or ancient pot-
tery. Because archaeological excavations frequently un-
cover remains such as bones or plant pollen,
archaeologists often work in teams with other scientists
who specialize in the analysis of these remains.

Archaeologists’ findings complement those of pa-
leoanthropologists. For example, archaeological infor-
mation about successive stone-tool traditions in a
particular region may correlate with fossil evidence of
prehistoric occupation of that region by ancient human
populations. Archaeologists can use dating techniques
to establish ages of artifacts, portable objects modified
by human beings. They can create distribution maps of
cultural artifacts that allow them to make hypotheses
about the ages, territorial ranges, and patterns of socio-
cultural change in ancient societies. Tracing the spread
of cultural inventions over time from one site to an-
other allows them to hypothesize about the nature and
degree of social contact between different peoples in
the past. The human past that they investigate may be
quite recent: Some contemporary archaeologists dig
through layers of garbage deposited by human beings
within the past two or three decades, often uncovering
surprising information about contemporary consump-
tion patterns.

language The system of arbitrary vocal symbols used to encode one's
experience of the world and of others.

linguistic anthropology The specialty of anthropology concerned
with the study of human languages.

archaeology A cultural anthropology of the human past involving
the analysis of material remains left behind by earlier societies.
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Applied Anthropology

Applied anthropology is the subfield of anthropology
in which anthropologists use information gathered from
the other anthropological specialties to propose solutions
to practical problems (Figure 1.4). Some may use a par-
ticular group of people’s ideas about illness and health
to introduce new public health practices in a way that
makes sense to and will be accepted by members of the
group. Other applied anthropologists may use knowl-
edge of traditional social organization to ease the prob-
lems of refugees trying to settle in a new land. Still others
may use their knowledge of traditional and Western
methods of cultivation to help farmers increase their
crop yields. Given the growing concern throughout the
world with the effects of different technologies on the
environment, this kind of applied anthropology holds
promise as a way of bringing together Western knowl-
edge and non-Western knowledge in order to create sus-
tainable technologies that minimize pollution and
environmental degradation. Some applied anthropolo-
gists have become management consultants or carry out
market research, and their findings may contribute to
the design of new products.

In recent years, some anthropologists have become
involved in policy issues, participating actively in social
processes that attempt to shape the future of those
among whom they work (Moore 2005, 3), and this has
involved a change in their understanding of what applied
anthropology is. Les W. Field, for example, has addressed
the history of applied anthropology on Native American
reservations— “Indian Country”—in the United States.
He observes that by the end of the twentieth century, a
major transformation had occurred, “from applied an-
thropology in Indian Country to applications of anthro-
pological tools in Indian country to accomplish tribal
goals” (2004, 472). This often draws anthropologists
into work in the legal arena, as when, for example, they
have lent their expertise to arguments in favor of legisla-
tion mandating the repatriation of culturally significant
artifacts and tribal lands in North America, or to efforts
by tribal groups to reclaim official government-recog-

applied anthropology The subfield of anthropology that uses infor-
mation gathered from the other anthropological specialties
to solve practical cross-cultural problems.

Team work on the biggest dictatorship-era mass grave to date,
where around 100 suspected victims of the 1976-1983 military
junta were buried in a local cemetery in Cordoba, 800 km

(500 miles) northwest of Buenos Aires.

nized status (Field 2004), or to defending indigenous
land rights in Latin America (Stocks 2005).

Although many anthropologists believe that ap-
plied work can be done within any of the traditional
four fields of anthropology, increasing numbers in
recent years have come to view applied anthropology
as a separate field of professional specialization (see
Figure 1.1). More and more universities in the United
States have begun to develop courses and programs in
a variety of forms of applied anthropology. Anthropol-
ogists who work for government agencies or nonprofit
organizations or in other nonuniversity settings often
describe what they do as the anthropology of practice. In
the twenty-first century, it has been predicted that more
than half of all new Ph.D.s in anthropology will
become practicing anthropologists rather than take up
positions as faculty in university departments of an-
thropology.
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In Their Own Words _

What Can You Learn from an Anthropology Major?

10.

11.

12.

Source: Omohundro 2000.

The Career Development Center at SUNY Plattsburgh developed a document that highlights what students
typically learn from a major in anthropology.

. Social agility

. Observation

. Analysis and

planning

. Social sensitivity

. Accuracy in

interpreting
behavior

. Ability to

appropriately
challenge
conclusions

. Insightful inter-

pretation of
information

. Simplification

of information

. Contextualization

Problem solving

Persuasive
writing

Assumption of a
social perspective

In an unfamiliar social or career-related setting, you learn to quickly size up the rules of the
game. You can become accepted more quickly than you could without this anthropological skill.

You must often learn about a culture from within it, so you learn how to interview and
observe as a participant.

You learn how to find patterns in the behavior of a cultural group. This awareness of patterns
allows you to generalize about the group's behavior and predict what they might do in a
given situation.

Although other people's ways of doing things may be different from your own, you learn

the importance of events and conditions that have contributed to this difference. You also rec-
ognize that other cultures view your ways as strange. You learn the value of behaving toward
others with appropriate preparation, care, and understanding.

You become familiar with the range of behavior in different cultures. You learn how to look at
cultural causes of behavior before assigning causes yourself.

You learn that analyses of human behavior are open to challenge. You learn how to use new
knowledge to test past conclusions.

You learn how to use data collected by others, reorganizing or interpreting the data to reach original
conclusions.

Because anthropology is conducted among publics as well as about them, you learn how to
simplify technical information for communication to non-technical people.

Although attention to details is a trait of anthropology, you learn that any given detail might
not be as important as its context and can even be misleading when the context is ignored.

Because you often function within a cultural group or act on culturally sensitive issues,
you learn to approach problems with care. Before acting, you identify the problem, set your
goals, decide on the actions you will take, and calculate possible effects on other people.

Anthropologists strive to represent the behavior of one group to another group and continually
need to engage in interpretation. You learn the value of bringing someone
else to share—or at least understand—your view through written argument.

You learn how to perceive the acts of individuals and local groups as both shaping and being
shaped by larger sociocultural systems. The perception enables you to “act locally and think
globally."
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Medical Anthropology

Medical anthropology is one of the most rapidly grow-
ing branches of anthropology. Beginning half a century
ago as a form of applied anthropology, it has developed
into an important anthropological specialty that has
offered new ways to link biological and cultural anthro-
pology. Medical anthropology concerns itself with
human health—the factors that contribute to disease or
illness and the ways that human populations deal with
disease or illness (Baer et al. 2003, 3). Medical anthro-
pologists may consider the physiological variables that
are involved with human health and disease, the envi-
ronmental features that affect human well-being, and
the way the human body adapts to various environ-
ments. Contemporary medical anthropologists engage
in work that directly addresses the anthropological
proposition that human beings must be understood as
biocultural organisms (Figure 1.5).

Particularly significant has been the development of
critical medical anthropology, which links questions of
human health and illness in local settings to social, eco-
nomic, and political processes operating on a national

medical anthropology The specialty of anthropology that concerns
itself with human health—the factors that contribute to disease or ill-
ness and the ways that human populations deal with disease or illness.

gist Andrea Wiley is shown here in
a high-altitude setting in the
Himalayas of Ladakh (India),
where she studied maternal and
child health.

or global scale. Indeed, critical medical anthropologists
have been among the most vocal in pointing out how
various forms of suffering and disease cannot be ex-
plained only by the presence of microbes in a diseased
body, but may depend on—or be made worse by—the
presence of social inequality and a lack of access to
health care. According to anthropologist Merrill Singer,
critical medical anthropology “is committed to the
‘making social’ and the ‘making political” of health and
medicine” (1998, 195). Thus, critical medical anthro-
pologists pay attention to the way social divisions based
on class, race, gender, and ethnicity can block access to
medical attention or make people more vulnerable to
disease and suffering. They draw attention to the way tra-
ditional Western biomedicine “encourages people to
fight disease rather than to make the changes necessary
to prevent it,” for example, by linking low birth weight in
newborn babies to poor nutrition, but failing to note
that poor nutrition “may be a major health factor among
impoverished social classes and oppressed ethnic groups
in developed countries despite an abundance of food in
society generally” (M. Singer 1998, 106, 109).

One of the most important insights of critical med-
ical anthropologists has been to point out that “various
practices that bioculturalist anthropologists have tradi-
tionally called ‘adaptations’ might better be analyzed
as social adjustments to the consequences of oppres-
sive sociopolitical relationships” (M. Singer 1998, 115).
Gavin Smith and R. Brooke Thomas, for example, draw
attention to situations where “social relations compro-
mise people’s options” for attaining biological well-be-
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ing and cultural satisfaction but where people do not
passively accept this situation and choose instead to
“try to escape or change these relations”; Smith and
Thomas call these practices “adaptations of resistance”
(G. A. Smith and Brooke Thomas 1998, 466). Chapter
13 is dedicated to medical anthropology, and case stud-
ies by medical anthropologists are found in other chap-
ters as well.

R e A N
The Uses of Anthropology

Why take a course in anthropology? An immediate
answer might be that human fossils or broken bits of
ancient pots or the customs of faraway peoples inspire
a fascination that is its own reward. But the experience
of being dazzled by seemingly exotic places and peo-
ples carries with it a risk. As you become increasingly
aware of the range of anthropological data, including
the many options that exist for living a satisfying
human life, you may find yourself wondering about the
life you are living. Contact with the unfamiliar can be
liberating, but it can also be threatening if it under-
mines your confidence in the absolute truth and univer-
sal rightness of your previous understanding of the way
the world works.

The contemporary world is increasingly intercon-
nected. As we will see in later chapters, these intercon-
nections have become even more complex since the

end of the Cold War in 1989 and the incorporation of
the entire planet into a global capitalist economy. No
person on the planet is unaffected by globalization,
making anthropological skills valuable for everyone. As
people from different cultural backgrounds come into
contact with one another, learning to cope with cul-
tural differences becomes crucial. Anthropologists ex-
perience both the rewards and the risks of getting to
know how other people live, and their work has helped
to dispel many harmful stereotypes that sometimes
make cross-cultural contact dangerous or impossible.
Studying anthropology may help prepare you for some
of the shocks you will encounter in dealing with people
who look different from you, speak a different lan-
guage, or do not agree that the world works exactly the
way you think it does.

Anthropology involves learning about the kinds of
living organisms we human beings are, the various ways
we live our lives, and how we make sense of our experi-
ences. Studying anthropology can equip you to deal
with people with different cultural backgrounds in a less
threatened, more tolerant manner. You may never be
called on to eat termite paste. Still, you may one day en-
counter a situation in which none of the old rules seem
to apply. As you struggle to make sense of what is hap-
pening, what you learned in anthropology class may
help you relax and dare to try something totally new to
you. If you do so, perhaps you too will discover the re-
wards of an encounter with the unfamiliar that is at the
same time unaccountably familiar. We hope you will
savor the experience.

Chapter Summary

1. Anthropology aims to describe in the broadest
sense what it means to be human. The anthropo-
logical perspective is holistic, comparative, and
evolutionary and has relied on the concept of
culture to explain the diversity of human ways of
life. Human beings depend on cultural learning
for successful biological survival and reproduc-
tion, which is why anthropologists consider
human beings to be biocultural organisms. An-
thropology is also a field-based discipline. In the
United States today, anthropology is considered
to have five major subfields: biological anthro-

pology, archaeology, cultural anthropology, lin-
guistic anthropology, and applied anthropology.

2. Biological anthropology began as an attempt to
classify all the world’s populations into different
races. By the early twentieth century, however, most
anthropologists had rejected racial classifications
as scientifically unjustifiable and objected to the
ways in which racial classifications were used to
justify the social practice of racism. Contemporary
anthropologists who are interested in human biol-
ogy include biological anthropologists, primatolo-
gists, and paleoanthropologists.

(continued on next page)
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3. Cultural anthropologists study cultural diversity
in all living human societies, including their own.
Linguistic anthropologists approach cultural diver-
sity by relating varied forms of language to their
cultural contexts. Both gather information through
fieldwork, by participating with their informants
in social activities, and by observing those activities
as outsiders. They publish accounts of their research
in ethnographies. Archaeology is a cultural anthro-

pology of the human past, with interests ranging
from the earliest stone tools to twenty-first-century
garbage dumps. Applied anthropologists use infor-
mation from the other anthropological specialities
to solve practical cross-cultural problems. Medical
anthropology overlaps biological anthropology,
cultural anthropology, and applied anthropology
and concerns itself with human health and illness,
suffering, and well-being.

For Review

1. How is anthropology defined in the text?

2. What are the four distinctive ways anthropologists
study human life?

3. How do anthropologists define culture?

4. What makes anthropology a cross-disciplinary
discipline?

5. What are the subfields of modern anthropology?

6. What are some of the main topics of interest in

10.
. What is the connection of applied anthropology to

12.

. What is the difference between ethnography and

ethnology?

. What do linguistic anthropologists try to learn

about human languages?
What are some of the things archaeologists study?

the other branches of anthropology?
What is critical medical anthropology?

biological anthropology?
7. What are some of the main topics of interest in
cultural anthropology?
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his chapter examines in greater detail the concept of culture, one of the

most influential ideas that anthropologists have developed. We survey

different ways that anthropologists have used the culture concept to

expose the fallacies of biological determinism. We also discuss the reasons why

some anthropologists believe that continuing to use the culture concept today

may be a problem.
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nthropologists have long argued that the human

condition is distinguished from the condition of
other living species by culture. Other living species learn,
but the extent to which human beings depend on learn-
ingis unique in the animal kingdom. Because our brains
are capable of open symbolic thought and our hands are
capable of manipulating matter powerfully or delicately,
we interact with the wider world in a way that is distinct
from that of any other species.

How Do Anthropologists
Define Culture?

In chapter 1, we defined culture as patterns of learned
behavior and ideas that human beings acquire as mem-
bers of society, together with the material artifacts and
structures humans create and use. Culture is not rein-
vented by each generation; rather, we learn it from other
members of the social groups we belong to, although
we may later modify this heritage in some way. Chil-
dren use their own bodies and brains to explore their
world. But from their earliest days, other people are ac-
tively working to steer their activity and attention in
particular directions. Consequently, their exploration
of the world is not merely trial and error: The path is
cleared for them by others who shape their experiences—
and their interpretations of their experiences. Two
terms in the social sciences refer to this process of cul-
turally and socially shaped learning. The first, social-
ization, is the process of learning to live as a member of
a group. This involves mastering the skills of appropri-
ate interaction with others and learning how to cope
with the behavioral rules established by the social
group. The second term, enculturation, refers to the
cognitive challenges facing human beings who live to-
gether and must come to terms with the ways of think-
ing and feeling that are considered appropriate to their
respective cultures. Because children learn how to act,
think, feel, and speak at the same time, we will use the
term socialization/enculturation to represent this holistic

culture Sets of learned behaviors and ideas that humans acquire as
members of society. Humans use culture to adapt to and transform the
world in which they live.

socialization The process by which human beings as material organ-
isms, living together with other similar organisms, cope with the behav-
ioral rules established by their respective societies.

enculturation The process by which human beings living with one
another must learn to come to terms with the ways of thinking and
feeling that are considered appropriate in their respective cultures.

experience. Socialization/enculturation produces a socially
and culturally constructed self capable of functioning
successfully in society and is shared as well as learned. But
many things we learn, such as table manners and what is
good to eat and where people are supposed to sleep, are
never explicitly taught but rather are absorbed in the
course of daily practical living. French anthropologist
Pierre Bourdieu called this kind of cultural learning habi-
tus and it is heavily influenced by our interactions with
material culture. According to Daniel Miller, Bourdieu’s
theory “gives shape and form to the idea that objects make
people . . . We walk around the rice terraces or road sys-
tems, the housing and gardens that are effectively ances-
tral. These unconsciously direct our footsteps, and are the
landscapes of our imagination, as well as the cultural en-
vironment to which we adapt” (2010, 53). The cultural
practices shared within social groups always encompass
the varied knowledge and skills of many different individ-
uals. For example, space flight is part of North American
culture, and yet no individual North American could
build a space shuttle from scratch in his or her backyard.

Human cultures also appear patterned; that is, related
cultural beliefs and practices show up repeatedly in dif-
ferent areas of social life. For example, in North America
individualism is highly valued, and its influence can be
seen in child-rearing practices (babies are expected to
sleep alone, and children are reared with the expectation
that they will be independent at the age of 18), economic
practices (individuals are urged to get a job, to save their
money, and not to count on other people or institutions
to take care of them; many people would prefer to be in
business for themselves; far more people commute to
work by themselves in their own cars than carpool), and
religious practices (the Christian emphasis on personal
salvation and individual accountability before God).
Cultural patterns can be traced through time: That
English and Spanish are widely spoken in North America,
whereas Fulfulde (a language spoken in West Africa) is
not, is connected to the colonial conquest and domina-
tion of North America by speakers of English and Spanish
in past centuries. Cultural patterns also vary across space:
In the United States, for example, the English of New
York City differs from the English of Mississippi in style,
rhythm, and vocabulary (“What? You expect me to
schlep this around all day? Forget about it!” is more likely
to be heard in the former than the latter!).

It is this patterned cultural variation that allows
anthropologists (and others) to distinguish different “cul-
tural traditions” from one another. But separate cultural
traditions are often hard to delineate. That is because, in
addition to any unique elements of their own, all contain
contradictory elements, and they also share elements
with other traditions. First, customs in one domain of
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' : In Their Own Words :

The Paradox of Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism is usually described in thoroughly negative terms. As Ivan Karp points out, however,
ethnocentrism is @ more complex phenomenon than we might expect.

nthropologists usually argue that ethnocentrism is

both wrong and harmful, especially when it is tied to
racial, cultural, and social prejudices. Ideas and feelings
about the inferiority of blacks, the cupidity of Jews, or the
lack of cultural sophistication of farmers are surely to be
condemned. But can we do without ethnocentrism? If we
stopped to examine every custom and practice in our
cultural repertoire, how would we get on? For example, if
we always regarded marriage as something that can vary
from society to society, would we be concerned about
filling out the proper marriage documents, or would we
even get married at all? Most of the time we suspend a
quizzical stance toward our own customs and simply
live life.

Yet many of our own practices are peculiar when
viewed through the lenses of other cultures. Periodically,
for over fifteen years, | have worked with and lived among
an African people. They are as amazed at our marriage cus-
toms as my students are at theirs. Both American students
and the Iteso of Kenya find it difficult to imagine how the
other culture survives with the bizarre, exotic practices
that are part of their respective marriage customs.
Ethnocentrism works both ways. It can be practiced as
much by other cultures as by our own.

culture may contradict customs in another domain, as
when religion tells us to share with others and economics
tells us to look out for ourselves alone. Second, people
have always borrowed cultural elements from their neigh-
bors, and many increasingly refuse to be limited in the
present by cultural practices of the past. Why, for example,
should literacy not be seen as part of Ju/’hoansi culture
once the children of illiterate Ju/'hoansi foragers learn to
read and write (see EthnoProfile 11.1: Ju/'hoansi)? Thus,
cultural patterns can be useful as a kind of shorthand, but
it is important to remember that the boundaries between
cultural traditions are always fuzzy. Ultimately, they rest
on someone’s judgment about how different one set of
customs is from another set of customs. As we will see
shortly, these kinds of contradictions and challenges are
not uncommon, leading some anthropologists to think of
culture not in terms of specific customs but in terms of
rules that become “established ways of bringing ideas
from different domains together” (Strathern 1992, 3).

Paradoxically, ethnographic literature combats ethno-
centrism by showing that the practices of cultures (includ-
ing our own) are “natural” in their own setting. What
appears natural in one setting appears so because it was
constructed in that setting—made and produced by human
beings who could have done it some other way. Ethnography
is a means of recording the range of human creativity and
of demonstrating how universally shared capacities can
produce cultural and social differences.

This anthropological way of looking at other cultures—
and, by implication, at ourselves—constitutes a major reason
for reading ethnography. The anthropological lens teaches
us to question what we assume to be unquestionable.
Ethnography teaches us that human potentiality provides
alternative means of organizing our lives and alternative
modes of experiencing the world. Reading ethnographies
trains us to question the received wisdom of our society
and makes us receptive to change. In this sense, anthropol-
ogy might be called the subversive science. We read
ethnographies in order to learn about how other peoples
produce their world and about how we might change our
own patterns of production.

Source:Karp 1990, 74-75.

So far we have seen that culture is learned, shared,
and patterned. Cultural traditions are also reconstructed
and enriched, generation after generation, primarily be-
cause human biological survival depends on culture.
Thus, culture is also adaptive. Human newborns are not
born with “instincts” that would enable them to survive
on their own. On the contrary, they depend utterly on
support and nurturance from adults and other members
of the group in which they live. It is by learning the cul-
tural practices of those around them that human beings
come to master appropriate ways of thinking and acting
that promote their own survival as biological organisms.
Moreover, as can be seen in Figure 2.1, appropriate ways
of thinking and acting are always scaffolded by artifacts
and features of a particular local setting. In the 1970s, for
example, young girls in Guider, Cameroon, promoted
their own and their families’ welfare by fetching water for
their mothers, who were forbidden by propriety from
leaving their household compounds alone during the day.
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Of all living organisms, humans are the most
dependent on learning for their survival. From a young age,
girls in northern Cameroon learn to carry heavy loads on their
heads and also learn to get water for their families.

The presence in town of public water spigots, only a few
years old at the time, lightened the chore of bringing water
back to homes that did not have plumbing. Imported
metal basins and pails were more reliable than large cala-
bashes for carrying water, especially for young water carri-
ers who had mastered the impressive skill of balancing
heavy loads on their heads (sometimes atop a small flat
fabric pad). Public spigots, together with recycled metal
containers, a pole, and rope, also afforded young men the
opportunity to earn money by selling their services to resi-
dents who could not rely on young relatives to bring water
to them. In such ways do tradition and innovation shape
each other over time, mediated by material culture.
Finally, culture is symbolic. A symbol is something
that stands for something else. The letters of an alphabet,
forexample, symbolize the sounds of a spoken language.
There is no necessary connection between the shape of
a particular letter and the speech sound it represents.
Indeed, the same or similar sounds are represented sym-
bolically by very different letters in the Latin, Cyrillic,
Hebrew, Arabic, and Greek alphabets, to name but five.
Even the sounds of spoken language are symbols for
meanings a speaker tries to express. The fact that we can
translate from one language to another suggests that the
same or similar meanings can be expressed by different
symbols in different languages. But language is not the only
domain of culture that depends on symbols. Everything

we do in society has a symbolic dimension, from how we
conduct ourselves at the dinner table to how we bury the
dead. It is our heavy dependence on symbolic learning that
sets human culture apart from the apparently nonsymbolic
learning on which other species rely.

Human culture, then, is learned, shared, patterned,
adaptive, and symbolic. And the contemporary human ca-
pacity for culture has also evolved, over millions of years.
Culture’s beginnings can perhaps be glimpsed among
Japanese macaque monkeys who invented the custom of
washing sweet potatoes and among wild chimpanzees
who invented different grooming postures or techniques
to crack open nuts or to gain access to termites or water
(Boesch-Ackermann and Boesch 1994; Wolfe 1995,
162-63). Our apelike ancestors surely shared similar apti-
tudes when they started walking on two legs some 6 mil-
lion years ago. By 2.5 million years ago, their descendants
were making stone tools and may well have assisted their
adaptation through the manufacture of other objects
made of perishable materials (after all, even contempo-
rary chimpanzees poke sticks through the walls of ter-
mite mounds and use leaves as sponges to sop up water in
the hollows of trees). Thereafter, our hominin lineage
gave birth to a number of additional species, all of whom
depended on culture more than their ancestors had. Thus,
culture is not something that appeared suddenly, with the
arrival of Homo sapiens. By the time Homo sapiens appeared
some 200,000 years ago, a heavy dependence on culture
had long been a part of our evolutionary heritage.

Thus, as Rick Potts puts it, “an evolutionary bridge
exists between the human and animal realms of
behavior. . . . Culture represents continuity” (1996, 197).
Potts proposes that modern human symbolic culture,
and the social institutions that depend on it, rest on
other, more basic abilities that emerged at different
times in our evolutionary past (Figure 2.2). Monkeys
and apes possess many of these abilities to varying
degrees, which is why they may be said to possess simple
cultural traditions. Certainly our earliest hominin
ancestors were no different.

Apes apparently also possess a rudimentary capacity
for symbolic coding, or symbolic representation, something
our ancestors undoubtedly possessed as well. But new
species can evolve new capacities not found in their
ancestors. This occurred in the human past when our
ancestors first developed a capacity for complex symbolic
representation, including the ability to communicate
freely about the past, the future, and the invisible.
This ability distinguishes human symbolic language,
for example, from the vocal communication systems of
apes (see chapter 5). Biological anthropologist Terrence
Deacon argues that evolution produced in Homo sapiens
a brain “that has been significantly overbuilt for learning
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appear all at once; rather, the various pieces that make it up were
added at different times in our evolutionary past.

symbolic associations” such that “we cannot help but see
the world in symbolic categories” (1997, 413, 416).
Complex symbolic representation apparently was of
great adaptive value for our ancestors. It created selective
pressures that increased human symbolic capacities over
time. Put another way, culture and the human brain
coevolved, each furnishing key features of the environ-
ment to which the other needed to adapt (Deacon 1997,
44; Odling-Smee 1994). One component of this coevolv-
ing complex was surely material culture, which reshaped
the environments to which our ancestors were adapting
through a process that biologists call niche construction.
From nest-building birds to dam-building beavers, many
species have altered the natural selection pressures to
which they are exposed. They may do this by altering
social relations, by modifying material features of the
ecological settings in which they live, or both. Theorists
of niche construction agree that human beings are
“virtuoso niche constructors” (Odling-Smee et al. 2003,
367). When human matter-manipulating skills are
considered together with human symbolic abilities, the
unprecedented features of human niches constructed
over time become more comprehensible. We have used
our complex symbolic abilities to create what Potts calls
institutions—complex, variable and enduring forms of
cultural practice that organize social life. The material
buttressing of cultural institutions over time, through
customs like the exchange of valuable goods, or the
material construction of permanent and symbolically
distinctive dwellings, agricultural fields, irrigation

canals, and monumental architecture, is all also unique
to our species. As a result, for Homo sapiens, culture is not
only central to our adaptation; it also has become “the
predominant manner in which human groups vary from
one another . . . it swamps the biological differences
among populations” (Marks 1995, 200).

Culture, History, and
Human Agency

The human condition is rooted in time and shaped by
history. As part of the human condition, culture is also
historical, being worked out and reconstructed in every
generation. Culture is also part of our biological heri-
tage. Indeed, our biocultural heritage has produced a
living species that uses both meaningful and material
culture to surmount biological and individual limita-
tions and is even capable of studying itself and its own
biocultural evolution.

This realization, however, raises another question:
Just how free from limitations are humans? Opinion in
Western societies often polarizes around one of two
extremes: Either we have free will and may do just as we
please, or our behavior is completely determined by
forces beyond our control. Many social scientists, how-
ever, are convinced that a more realistic description of
human freedom was offered by Karl Marx, who wrote,
“Men make their own history, but they do not make it
just as they please; they do not make it under circum-
stances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances
directly encountered, given and transmitted by the past”
(1963, 15). That is, people regularly struggle, often
against great odds, to exercise some control over their
lives. Human beings active in this way are called agents
(Figure 2.3). Human agents cannot escape from the
cultural and historical context within which they act.
However, they must frequently select a course of action
when the “correct” choice is unclear and the outcome
uncertain. Some anthropologists even liken human
existence to a mine field that we must painstakingly try
to cross without blowing ourselves up. It is in such con-
texts, with their ragged edges, that human beings
exercise their human agency by making interpretations,
formulating goals, and setting out in pursuit of them.

Many anthropologists insist that it is possible to
develop a view of human beings that finds room for

human agency The exercise of at least some control over their lives by
human beings.
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odds, to exercise some control over their lives. During the
"Dirty War" in Argentina in the 1970s and early 1980s, women
whose children had been disappeared by secret right-wing
death squads began, at great personal risk, to stand every
Thursday in the Plaza de Mayo, the central square of Buenos
Aires, with photographs of their missing children. Called the
Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, they continue their weekly vigil
today. They were a powerful rebuke to the dictatorship and

to subsequent governments that were not forthcoming about
providing information about the disappeared.

culture, history, and human agency. The anthropologi-
cal point of view called holism assumes that no sharp
boundaries separate mind from body, body from envi-
ronment, individual from society, my ideas from our
ideas, or their traditions from our traditions. Rather,
holism assumes that mind and body, body and environ-
ment, and so on interpenetrate each other and even
define each other. From a holistic perspective, attempts
to divide reality into mind and matter are unsuccessful
because of the complex nature of reality that resists isola-
tion and dissection. Anthropologists who have strug-
gled to develop this holistic perspective on the human
condition have made a contribution of unique and last-
ing value. Holism holds great appeal for those who seek
a theory of human nature that is rich enough to do jus-
tice to its complex subject matter.

In anthropology, holism is traditionally understood
as a perspective on the human condition in which the

holism A characteristic of the anthropological perspective that de-
scribes, at the highest and most inclusive level, how anthropology tries
to integrate all that is known about human beings and their activities,
with the result that the whole is understood to be greater than the sum
of its parts.

coevolution The dialectical relationship between biological processes
and symbolic cultural processes, in which each makes up an important
part of the environment to which the other must adapt.

whole (for example, a human being, a society, a cultural
tradition) is understood to be greater than the sum of its
parts. For example, from a holistic perspective, human
beings are complex, dynamic living entities shaped by
genes, culture, and experience into entities whose prop-
erties cannot be reduced to the materials out of which
they were constructed. To be sure, human organisms are
closed off from the wider world in some ways by how
our cells, tissues, and organs are bound into a single
body. At the same time, like all living organisms, human
beings are open to the world in other ways: we breathe,
eat, harbor colonies of intestinal bacteria to aid our di-
gestion, excrete waste products, and learn from experi-
ence (Deacon 2003, 296-97). Similarly, a society is not
just the sum of its individual members; people in groups
develop dynamic relationships that facilitate collective
actions impossible for individuals to bring about on
their own. And cultural traditions are not just a list of
beliefs, values, and practices; rather, different dimen-
sions of cultural activity, such as economics and politics
and religion, are knotted together in complex ways. To
understand any human community requires untangling
those cultural threads in order to reveal the full range of
factors that shape particular cultural practices in that
community.

Human beings who develop and live together in
groups shaped by cultural patterns are deeply affected
by shared cultural experiences. They become different
from what they would have been had they matured in
isolation; they also become different from other people
who have been shaped by different social and cultural
patterns. Social scientists have long known that human
beings who grow up isolated from meaningful social in-
teractions with others do not behave in ways that appear
recognizably human. As anthropologist Clifford Geertz
observed long ago, such human beings would be neither
failed apes nor “natural” people stripped of their veneer
of culture; they would be “mental basket cases” (1973,
40). Social living and cultural sharing are necessary for
individual human beings to develop what we recognize
as a human nature.

One useful way of thinking about the relationships
among the parts that make up a whole is in terms of
coevolution. A coevolutionary approach to the human
condition emphasizes that human organisms, their
physical environments, their manufactured objects, and
their symbolic practices codetermine one another; with
the passage of time, they can also coevolve with one an-
other. A coevolutionary view of the human condition
also sees human beings as organisms whose bodies,
brains, actions, artifacts, and thoughts are equally in-
volved in shaping what they become. Coevolution pro-
duces a human nature connected to a wider world and
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In Their Own Words

Culture and Freedom

Finding a way to fit human agency into a scientific account of culture has never been easy. Hoyt Alverson

describes some of the issues involved.

One's assumptions concerning the existence of struc-
ture in culture, or the existence of freedom in human
action, determine whether one believes that there can be a
science of culture or not. Note that the possibility of devel-
oping a science of culture has nothing to do with the use of
mathematics, the precision of one's assertions, or the ele-
gance of one's models. If a phenomenon actually has struc-
ture, then a science of that phenomenon is at least
conceivable. If a phenomenon exhibits freedom and is not
ordered, then a science of that phenomenon is inconceiv-
able. The human sciences, including anthropology, have
been debating the issue of structure versus freedom in
human cultural behavior for the past two hundred years,
and no resolution or even consensus has emerged.

Some persuasive models of culture, and of particular
cultures, have been proposed, both by those working with

profoundly shaped by culture. These connections make
us vulnerable over the courses of our lives to influences
that our ancestors never experienced. The open, sym-
bolic, meaning-making properties of human culture
make it possible for us to respond to those influences in
ways that our ancestors could not have anticipated.

Why Do Cultural
Differences Matter?

The same objects, actions, or events frequently mean dif-
ferent things to people with different cultures. In fact,
what counts as an object or event in one tradition may
not be recognized as such in another. This powerful
lesson of anthropology was illustrated by the experience
of some Peace Corps volunteers working in southern
Africa.

In the early 1970s, the Peace Corps office in Bo-
tswana was concerned by the number of volunteers who
seemed to be “burned out,” failing in their assignments,
leaving the assigned villages, and increasingly hostile to
their Tswana hosts. (See Figure 2.4 and EthnoProfile 2.1:
Tswana.) The Peace Corps asked American anthropologist

scientific, universalist assumptions, and by those working
with phenomenological, relativistic assumptions.

To decide which of these approaches is to be preferred,
we must have a specific set of criteria for evaluation. Faced
with good evidence for the existence of both structure and
freedom in human culture, no coherent set of criteria for
comparing the success of these alternative models is con-
ceivable. The prediction of future action, for example, is a
good criterion for measuring the success of a model that
purports to represent structure: it must be irrelevant to
measuring the success or failure of a model that purports to
describe freedom. For the foreseeable future, and maybe for
the rest of time, we may have to be content with models
that simply permit us to muddle through.

Source: Alverson 1990, 42-43

Hoyt Alverson, who was familiar with Tswana culture
and society, for advice. Alverson (1977) discovered that
one major problem the Peace Corps volunteers were
having involved exactly this issue of similar actions
having very different meanings. The volunteers com-
plained that the Tswana would never leave them alone.
Whenever they tried to get away and sit by themselves for
a few minutes to have some private time, one or more
Tswana would quickly join them. This made the
Americans angry. From their perspective, everyone is
entitled to a certain amount of privacy and time alone. To
the Tswana, however, human life is social life; the only
people who want to be alone are witches and the insane.
Because these young Americans did not seem to be either,
the Tswana who saw them sitting alone naturally as-
sumed that there had been a breakdown in hospitality
and that the volunteers would welcome some company.
Here, one behavior—a person walking out into a field
and sitting by himself or herself—had two very different
meanings (Figure 2.5).

From this example we can see that human experi-
ence is inherently ambiguous. Even within a single
cultural tradition, the meaning of an object or an action
may differ, depending on the context. Quoting philosopher
Gilbert Ryle, anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973, 6)
noted that there is a world of difference between a wink



28 CHAPTER 2: WHY IS THE CONCEPT OF CULTURE IMPORTANT?

EthnoProfile 2.1

Tswana

Region: Southern Africa

Nation: Botswana

Population: 1,200,000 (also 1,500,000 in South Africa)
Environment: Savanna to desert

Livelihood: Cattle raising, farming

Political organization:
Traditionally, chiefs and

headmen; today, part of a
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FIGURE 2.4 Location of Tswana. For more information, see

ethnocentrism The opinion that one's own way of life is natural or
correct and, indeed, the only true way of being fully human.

for Peace Corps volunteers from the United States accustomed to

having “private time" to adjust to Tswana practices.

and a blink, as anyone who has ever mistaken one for the
other has undoubtedly learned. To resolve the ambiguity,
experience must be interpreted, and human beings regu-
larly turn to their own cultural traditions in search of an
interpretation that makes sense. They do this daily as
they go about life among others with whom they share
traditions. Serious misunderstandings may arise, how-
ever, when individuals confront the same ambiguous sit-
uation without realizing that their cultural ground rules
differ.

What Is Ethnocentrism?

Ethnocentrism is the term anthropologists use to describe
the opinion that one’s own way of life is natural or correct,
indeed the only way of being fully human. As long as we
are among people who share our way of life, this may
seem unproblematic, even comforting. As Sarah Mahler
points out (2012), the skills and knowledge we adopt from
those who nurture us shapes the cultural “comfort zones”
we come to take for granted. But the limits of our cultural
comfort zones are tested when we encounter others whose
beliefs or actions differ from our own. Often enough, such
encounters leave us “discomforted,” but as Mahler points
out, culture is something we do, not just something we
possess. Consequently, as we come to appreciate cultural
diversity we can expand our comfort zones and learn new
ways of doing culture.

At the same time, ethnocentrism can turn into a
form of defense against the inevitable tension that cul-
tural discomfort can produce when people with differ-
ent cultural backgrounds come into contact. It reduces
the other way of life to a version of one’s own. Some-
times we correctly identify meaningful areas of cultural
overlap. But other times, we are shocked by the differ-
ences we encounter. We may conclude that if our way is
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In Their Own Words

Sally Engle Merry is professor of anthropology at New York University.

hy is the idea of cultural relativism anathema to

many human-rights activists? Is it related to the
way international human-rights lawyers and journalists
think about culture? Does this affect how they think about
anthropology? | think one explanation for the tension
between anthropology and human-rights activists is the
very different conceptions of culture that these two groups
hold. An incident demonstrated this for me vividly a few
months ago. | received a phone call from a prominent radio
show asking if | would be willing to talk about the recent
incident in Pakistan that resulted in the gang rape of a
young woman, an assault apparently authorized by a local
tribal council. Since | am working on human rights and vio-
lence against women, | was happy to explain my position
that this was an inexcusable act, that many Pakistani femi-
nists condemned the rape, but that it was probably
connected to local political struggles and class differences.
It should not be seen as an expression of Pakistani “culture.”
In fact, it was the local Islamic religious leader who first
made the incident known to the world, according to news
stories | had read.

The interviewer was distressed. She wanted me to
defend the value of respecting Pakistani culture at all
costs, despite the tribal council's imposition of a sentence
of rape. When | told her that | could not do that, she wanted
to know if | knew of any other anthropologists who would.
| could think of none, but | began to wonder what she
thought about anthropologists.

Anthropologists, apparently, made no moral judgments
about “cultures” and failed to recognize the contestation
and changes taking place within contemporary local com-
munities around the world. This also led me to wonder how
she imagined anthropologists thought about culture. She
seemed to assume that anthropologists viewed culture as a
coherent, static, and unchanging set of values. Apparently
cultures have no contact with the expansion of capitalism,
the arming of various groups by transnational superpowers
using them for proxy wars, or the cultural possibilities of
human rights as an emancipatory discourse. | found this
interviewer's view of culture wrongheaded and her opinion
of anthropology discouraging. But perhaps it was just one
journalist, | thought.

However, the recent article "From Skepticism to
Embrace: Human Rights and the American Anthropological
Association” by Karen Engle in Human Rights Quarterly
(23: 536-60) paints another odd portrait of anthropology
and its understanding of culture. In this piece, a law

professor talks about the continuing “embarrassment” of
anthropologists about the 1947 statement of the AAA
Executive Board, which raised concerns about the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Engle claims that the
statement has caused the AAA “great shame" over the last
fifty years (p. 542). Anthropologists are embarrassed, she
argues, because the statement asserted tolerance without
limits. While many anthropologists now embrace human
rights, they do so primarily in terms of the protection of
culture (citing 1999 AAA Statement on Human Rights at
www.aaanet.org). Tensions over how to be a cultural
relativist and still make overt political judgments that the
1947 Board confronted remain. She does acknowledge that
not all anthropologists think about culture this way. But
relativism, as she describes it, is primarily about tolerance
for difference and is incompatible with making moral
judgments about other societies.

But this incompatibility depends on how one theorizes
culture. If culture is homogenous, integrated and consen-
sual, it must be accepted as a whole. But anthropology has
developed a far more complex way of understanding culture
over the last two decades, focusing on its historical produc-
tion, its porosity to outside influences and pressures, and its
incorporation of competing repertoires of meaning and
action. Were this conception more widely recognized within
popular culture as well as among journalists and human-
rights activists, it could shift the terms of the intractable
debate between universalism and relativism. Instead, culture
is increasingly understood as a barrier to the realization of
human rights by activists and a tool for legitimating
noncompliance with human rights by conservatives.

One manifestation of the understanding of culture
prevalent in human-rights law is the concept of harmful
traditional practices. Originally developed to describe
female genital mutilation or cutting, this term describes
practices that have some cultural legitimacy yet are
designated harmful to women, particularly to their health.
In 1990, the committee monitoring the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), an international convention ratified by most of
the nations of the world, said that they were gravely
concerned “that there are continuing cultural, traditional
and economic pressures which help to perpetuate harmful
practices, such as female circumcision,” and adopted
General Recommendation 14, which suggested that state

(continued on next page)
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In Their Own Words

Human-Rights Law and the Demonization of Culture

(continued)

parties should take measures to eradicate the practice of
female circumcision. Culture equals tradition and is
juxtaposed to women's human rights to equality. It is not
surprising, given this evolving understanding of culture
within human-rights discourse, that cultural relativism is
seen in such a negative light. The tendency for national
elites to defend practices oppressive to women in the name
of culture exacerbates this negative view of culture.

Human-rights activists and journalists have misinter-
preted anthropology's position about relativism and differ-
ence because they misunderstand anthropology's position
about culture. Claims to cultural relativism appear to be
defenses of holistic and static entities. This conception of
culture comes from older anthropological usages, such as
the separation of values and social action advocated in the
1950s by Talcott Parsons. Since “culture” was defined only
as values, it was considered inappropriate to judge one
ethical system by another one. For Melville Herskovits, the
leader of the AAA's relativist criticism of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights in 1947, cultural relativism
meant protecting the holistic cultures of small communi-
ties from colonial intrusion (AAA 1947 Statement,
AA 49: 539-43).

If culture is understood this way, it is not surprising
that cultural relativism appears to be a retrograde position
to human-rights lawyers. Nor is it puzzling that they find
anthropology irrelevant. As human-rights law demonizes
culture, it misunderstands anthropology as well. The holis-
tic conception of culture provides no space for change,

right, then their way can only be wrong. (Of course,
from their perspective, our way of life may seem to be a
distortion of theirs.)

The members of one society may go beyond merely
interpreting another way of life in ethnocentric terms.
They may decide to do something about the discrepan-
cies they observe. They may conclude that the other way
of life is wrong but not fundamentally evil and that the
members of the other group need to be converted to
their own way of doing things. If the others are unwill-
ing to change their ways, however, the failed attempt at
conversion may enlarge into an active dualism: us versus
them, civilization versus savagery, good versus evil. The
ultimate result may be war and genocide—the deliberate
attempt to exterminate an entire group based on race,
religion, national origin, or other cultural features.

contestation or the analysis of the links between power,
practices and values. Instead, it becomes a barrier to the
reformist project of universal human rights. From the legal
perspective on human rights, it is the texts, the docu-
ments and compliance that matter. Universalism is essen-
tial while relativism is bad. There is a sense of moral
certainty which taking account of culture disrupts. This
means, however, that the moral principle of tolerance for
difference is lost.

When corporate executives in the U.S. steal millions
of dollars through accounting fraud, we do not criticize
American culture as a whole. We recognize that these
actions come from the greed of a few along with sloppy
institutional arrangements that allow them to get away
with it. Similarly, the actions of a single tribal council in
Pakistan should not indict the entire culture, as if it were
a homogeneous entity. Although Pakistan and many of
its communities have practices and laws that subordi-
nate women, these are neither homogeneous nor ancient.
Pakistan as a “culture” can be indicted by this particular
council's encouragement to rape only if culture is under-
stood as a homogenous entity whose rules evoke universal
compliance. Adopting a more sophisticated and dynamic
understanding of culture not only promotes human-rights
activism, but also relocates anthropological theorizing to
the center of these issues rather than to the margins,
where it has been banished.

Source:Merry 2003.

Is It Possible to Avoid
Ethnocentric Bias?

One way to address this question is to view relation-
ships between individuals with different cultural back-
grounds as not being fundamentally different from
relationships between individuals with very similar
cultural backgrounds. Even people with little in
common can learn to get along, even if it is not always
easy. Like all human relationships, they affect all par-
ties involved in the encounter, changing them as they
learn about each other. People with a cultural back-
ground very different from your own may help you see
possibilities for belief and action that are drastically at
odds with everything your tradition considers possible.
By becoming aware of these unsuspected possibilities,
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you become a different person. People from cultural
backgrounds different from yours are likely to be
affected in the same way.

Learning about other cultures is at once enormously
hopeful and immensely threatening; once it occurs, we
can no longer claim that any single culture has a mo-
nopoly on truth. Although this does not mean that the
traditions in question must therefore be based entirely
on illusion or falsehood, it does mean that the truth em-
bodied in any cultural tradition is bound to be partial,
approximate, and open to further insight and growth.

What Is Cultural Relativism?

Anthropologists must come to terms with the tensions
produced by cultural differences as they do their
fieldwork. One result has been the formulation of the
concept of cultural relativism. Definitions of cultural
relativism have varied as different anthropologists
have tried to draw conclusions based on their own ex-
perience of other ways of life. For example, cultural
relativism can be defined as “understanding another
culture in its own terms sympathetically enough so
that the culture appears to be a coherent and meaning-
ful design for living” (Greenwood and Stini 1977, 182).
According to this holistic definition, the goal of cul-
tural relativism is to promote understanding of cultural
practices, particularly of those that an outsider finds
puzzling, incoherent, or morally troubling. These prac-
tices range from trivial (like eating insects) to horrifying
(like genocide), but most are likely to be located some-
where between these extremes.

How Can Cultural Relativity
Improve Our Understanding
of Controversial Cultural
Practices?

Rituals initiating girls and boys into adulthood are
widely practiced throughout the world. In some parts of
Africa, this ritual includes genital cutting. For example,
ritual experts may cut off the foreskins of the penises of
adolescent boys, who are expected to endure this opera-
tion without showing fear or pain. In the case of girls,
ritual cutting may involve little more than nicking the
clitoris with a knife blade to draw blood. In other cases,
however, the surgery is more extreme. The clitoris
itself may be cut off (or excised), a procedure called

clitoridectomy. In some parts of eastern Africa, however,
the surgery is even more extreme: The labia are excised
along with the clitoris, and the remaining skin is fas-
tened together, forming scar tissue that partially closes
the vaginal opening. This version is often called phara-
onic circumcision or infibulation. When young women who
have undergone this operation marry, they may require
further surgery to widen the vaginal opening. Surgery
may be necessary again to widen the vaginal opening
when a woman gives birth; and after she has delivered
her child, she may expect to be closed up again. Many
women who have undergone these procedures repeat-
edly can develop serious medical complications involv-
ing the bladder and colon later in life.

The removal of the male foreskin—or circumcision—
has long been a familiar practice in Western societies,
not only among observant Jews, who perform it for reli-
gious reasons, but also among physicians, who have en-
couraged circumcision of male newborns as a hygienic
measure. The ritual practice of female genital cutting, by
contrast, has been unfamiliar to most people in Western
societies until recently.

Genital Cutting, Gender,
and Human Rights

In 1978, radical feminist Mary Daly grouped “African
female genital mutilation” together with practices such
as foot binding in China and witch burning in medi-
eval Europe and labeled all these practices patriarchal
“Sado-Rituals” that destroy “the Self-affirming being
of women” (1978, 111). Feminists and other cultural
critics in Western societies spoke out against such prac
tices in the 1980s. In 1992, African American novelist
Alice Walker published a best-selling novel Possessing
the Secret of Joy, in which the heroine is an African
woman who undergoes the operation, suffers psycho-
logically and physically, and eventually pursues the
female elder who performed the ritual on her. Walker
also made a film, called Warrior Marks, that condemned
female genital cutting. While many Western readers
continue to regard the positions taken by Daly and
Walker as formidable and necessary feminist assertions
of women's resistance against patriarchal oppression,
other readers—particularly women from societies in
which female genital cutting is an ongoing practice—
have responded with far less enthusiasm.

cultural relativism Understanding another culture in its own terms
sympathetically enough so that the culture appears to be a coherent
and meaningful design for living.
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Does this mean that these women are in favor of
female genital cutting? Not necessarily; in fact, many of
them are actively working to discourage the practice in
their own societies. But they find that when outsiders
publicly condemn traditional African rituals like clitori-
dectomy and infibulation, their efforts may do more
harm than good. Women anthropologists who come
from African societies where female genital cutting is
traditional point out that Western women who want to
help are likely to be more effective if they pay closer at-
tention to what the African women themselves have to
say about the meaning of these customs: “Careful listen-
ing to women helps us to recognize them as political
actors forging their own communities of resistance. It
also helps us to learn how and when to provide strategic
support that would be welcomed by women who are
struggling to challenge such traditions within their own
cultures” (Abusharaf 2000, 18).

A better understanding of female genital cutting is
badly needed in places like the United States and the
European Union, where some immigrants and refugees
from Africa have brought traditions of female genital cut-
ting with them. Since the mid-1990s, growing awareness
and public condemnation of the practice has led to the
passage of laws that criminalize female genital cutting in
15 African states and 10 industrialized nations, includ-
ing the United States and Canada (http://www.crlp.org/
pub_fac_fgmicpd.html). Nonprofit legal advocacy orga-
nizations such as the Center for Reproductive and Legal
Rights consider female genital cutting (which they
call female genital mutilation, or FGM) a human-rights
violation. They acknowledge: “Although FGM is not
undertaken with the intention of inflicting harm, its
damaging physical, sexual, and psychological effects
make it an act of violence against women and children”
http://www.crlp.org/pub_fac_fgmicpd.html). Some women
have been able successfully to claim asylum or have
avoided deportation by claiming that they have fled their
home countries to avoid the operation. However, efforts
to protect women and girls may backfire badly when im-
migrant or refugee mothers in the United States who seek
to have their daughters ritually cut are stigmatized in the
media as “mutilators” or “child abusers” and find that
this practice is considered a felony punishable by up to
five years in prison (Abusharaf 2000). Indeed, such
efforts can backfire even when members of the receiving
society attempt to be culturally sensitive.

Genital Cutting as a Valued Ritual

Female genital cutting is clearly a controversial practice
about which many people have already made up their
minds. In such circumstances, is there any role to be

played by anthropologists? Abusharaf thinks there is.
She writes: “Debates swirling round circumcision must
be restructured in ways that are neither condemnatory
nor demeaning, but that foster perceptions illuminated
by careful study of the nuanced complexities of culture”
(Abusharaf 2000, 17).

One ethnographic study that aims to achieve these
goals has been written by Janice Boddy, a cultural an-
thropologist who has carried out field research since
1976 in the Muslim village of Hofriyat in rural northern
Sudan, where female genital surgery is traditionally per-
formed in childhood. She writes that “nothing . . . had
adequately prepared me for what I was to witness” when
she first observed the operation; nevertheless, “as time
passed in the village and understanding deepened I
came to regard this form of female circumcision in a very
different light” (1997, 309). Circumcisions in Hofriyat
were traditionally performed on both boys and girls, but
the ritual had a different meaning for boys than it did for
girls. Once circumcised, a boy takes a step toward man-
hood, but a girl will not become a woman until she mar-
ries. Female circumcision is required, however, to make
a girl marriageable, making it possible for her “to use her
one great gift, fertility” (310).

In Hofriyat, female circumcision traditionally in-
volved infibulation, the most extreme version of genital
cutting. Among the justifications offered for infibula-
tion, Boddy found that preserving chastity and curbing
female sexual desire made the most sense in rural
northern Sudan, where women'’s sexual conduct is the
symbol of family honor. In practical terms, infibulation
ensures “that a girl is a virgin when she marries for the
first time” (Boddy 1997, 313). Women who undergo the
procedure do indeed suffer a lot, not only at the time of
circumcision, but whenever they engage in sexual
intercourse, whenever they give birth, and, over time,
as they become subject to recurring urinary infections
and difficulties with menstruation. What cultural
explanation could make all this suffering meaningful
to women?

The answer lies in the connection rural northern
Sudanese villagers make between the infibulated female
body and female fertility. Boddy believes that the women
she knew equated the category of “virgin” more with
fertility than with lack of sexual experience and be-
lieved that a woman'’s virginity and her fertility could be
renewed and protected by the act of reinfibulation after
giving birth. Women she knew described infibulated
female bodies as clean and smooth and pure (Boddy
1997, 313). Boddy concluded that the ritual was best un-
derstood as a way of socializing female fertility “by dra-
matically de-emphasizing their inherent sexuality” and
turning infibulated women into potential “mothers of
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men.” This means they are eligible, with their husbands,
to found a new lineage section by giving birth to sons.
Women who become “mothers of men” are more than
mere sexual partners or servants of their husbands and
may attain high status, their name remembered in
village genealogies (314).

Boddy discovered that the purity, cleanliness, and
smoothness associated with the infibulated female
body is also associated with other activities, concepts,
and objects in everyday village customs. For example,
Boddy discovered that “clean” water birds, “clean food”
like eggs, ostrich eggshells, and gourds shaped like
ostrich eggshells were associated with female fertility.
Indeed, “the shape of an ostrich egg, with its tiny
orifice, corresponds to the idealized shape of the
circumcised woman’s womb” (Boddy 1997, 317).
Fetching water is traditionally considered women'’s
work, and the ability of an object to retain moisture
is likened to its ability to retain fertility. A dried
egg-shaped gourd with seeds that rattle inside it is like
the womb of an infibulated woman that contains and
mixes her husband’s semen with her own blood. The
traditional house in HofTiyat itself seems to be a symbol
for the womb, which is called the “house of child-
birth” (321). In the same way that the household enclo-
sure “protects a man’s descendants, so the enclosed
womb protects a woman'’s fertility . . . the womb of an
infibulated woman is an oasis, the locus of appropriate
human fertility” (321).

Evidence like this leads Boddy to insist that, for the
women of Hofriyat, pharaonic circumcision is “an asser-
tive symbolic act” (321). The experience of infibulation,
as well as other traditional curing practices, teach girls to
associate pure female bodies with heat and pain, making
them meaningful. Such experiences become associated
with the chief purpose women strive for—to become
mothers of men—and the lesson is taught them
repeatedly in a variety of ways when they look at
waterbirds or eggs or make food or move around the
village. Boddy'’s relativistic account demonstrates how
the meanings associated with female infibulation are
reinforced by so many different aspects of everyday
life that girls who grow up, marry, and bear children
in Hofriyat come to consider the operation a danger-
ous but profoundly necessary and justifiable proce-
dure that enables them to help sustain all that is most
valued in their own world.

Culture and Moral Reasoning

A relativistic understanding of female genital cutting,
therefore, accomplishes several things. It makes the
practice comprehensible and even coherent. It reveals

how a physically dangerous procedure can appear per-
fectly acceptable—even indispensable—when placed in
a particular context of meaning. It can help us see how
some of the cultural practices that we take for granted,
such as the promotion of weight loss and cosmetic sur-
gery among women in our own society, are equally
dangerous—from “Victorian clitoridectomy” (Sheehan
1997) to twenty-first century cosmetic surgery. In the
March 1, 2007, issue of the New York Times, for example,
reporter Natasha Singer observes, “Before braces,
crooked teeth were the norm. Is wrinkle removal the
new orthodontics?” (N. Singer 2007, E3). Media and
marketing pressure for cosmetic treatments that stop
the visible signs of aging bombard middle-aged women.
People are living longer, and treatments like Botox in-
jections are becoming more easily available, with the
result that “the way pop culture perceives the aging
face” is changing, leaving women “grappling with the
idea of what 60 looks like” (E3). Moreover, pressure to
undergo antiaging treatments, including plastic sur-
gery, is not simply a matter of vanity. “At the very least,
wrinkles are being repositioned as the new gray hair—
another means to judge attractiveness, romantic viabil-
ity, professional competitiveness and social status”
(E3). Singer quotes a 33-year-old real estate broker who
has had Botox injections, chemical peels, and laser
treatments who said, “If you want to sell a million-dol-
lar house, you have to look good . . . and you have to
have confidence that you look good” (E3). In Sudan,
people say that virgins are “made, not born” (Boddy
1997, 313); perhaps in the United States, youth is also
made, not born. In the United States today, the media
message to women is that success in life requires not an
infibulated body, but a face that never ages. In both
cases, cultural practices recommend surgical interven-
tion in the female life cycle to render permanent certain
aspects of youthful female bodies that are otherwise
transient (fertility and unlined faces, respectively).

Did Their Culture Make
Them Do It?

Do these examples imply that women support “irrational”
and harmful practices simply because “their culture
makes them do it?” For some people, this kind of
explanation is plausible, even preferable, to alternative
explanations, because it absolves individual people of
blame. How can one justify accusing immigrant African
women of being mutilators or abusers of children and
throw them into prison if they had no choice in the
matter, if their cultures conditioned them into believing
that female circumcision was necessary and proper and
they are powerless to resist?
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Nevertheless, such an explanation is too simplistic
to account for the continued practice of infibulation in
Hofriyat. First, the villages of northern Sudan are not
sealed off from a wider, more diverse world. Northern
Sudan has experienced a lively and often violent his-
tory as different groups of outsiders, including the
British, have struggled to control the land. Boddy
describes the way rural men regularly leave the village
as migrant workers and mix with people whose
customs—including sexual customs—are very differ-
ent from the ones they left behind; and outsiders, like
anthropologists, also may come to the village and
establish long-lasting relationships with those whom
they meet. Second, Boddy’s account makes clear that
the culture of Hofriyat allows people more than one
way to interpret their experiences. For example, she
notes that although men in Sudan and Egypt are
supposed to enjoy sexual intercourse with infibulated
women more than with noninfibulated women, in fact
these men regularly visit brothels where they encounter
prostitutes who have not undergone the surgery.

Third and perhaps most significantly, Boddy
observes that a less radical form of the operation began
to gain acceptance after 1969, and “men are now
marrying—and what is more, saying that they prefer
to marry—women who have been less severely muti-
lated,” at least in part because they find sexual rela-
tions to be more satisfying (1997, 312). Finally, as
these observations all show, Boddy’s account
emphatically rejects the view that women or men in
Hofriyat are passive beings, helpless to resist cultural
indoctrination. As Abusharaf would wish, Boddy lis-
tened to women in Hofriyat and recognized them
“as political actors forging their own communities of
resistance.” Specifically, Boddy showed how increas-
ing numbers of women (and men) continued to
connect female genital cutting with properly social-
ized female fertility—but they no longer believed that
infibulation was the only procedure capable of
achieving that goal.

Understanding something is not the same as
approving of it or excusing it. People everywhere may
be repelled by unfamiliar cultural practices when they
first encounter them. Sometimes when they understand
these practices better, they change their minds. They
may conclude that the practices in question are more
suitable for the people who employ them than their
own practices would be. They might even recommend
incorporating practices from other cultures into their
own society. But the opposite may also be the case. It is
possible to understand perfectly the cultural ratio-
nale behind such practices as slavery, infanticide,

headhunting, and genocide—and still refuse to ap-
prove of these practices. Insiders and outsiders alike
may not be persuaded by the reasons offered to justify
these practices, or they may be aware of alternative
arrangements that could achieve the desired outcome
via less drastic methods. In fact, changing practices of
female circumcision in Hofriyat seem to be based
precisely on the realization that less extreme forms of
surgery can achieve the same valued cultural goals. This
should not surprise us: It is likely that any cultural
practice with far-reaching consequences for human life
will have critics as well as supporters within the society
where it is practiced. This is certainly the case in the
United States, where abortion and capital punishment
remain controversial issues.

A sensitive ethnographic account of a controversial
cultural practice, like Boddy’s account of infibulation
in Hofriyat, will address both the meaningful dimen-
sions of the practice and the contradictions it involves.
As Boddy concludes,

Those who work to eradicate female circumcision
must, I assert, cultivate an awareness of the custom’s
local significances and of how much they are asking
people to relinquish as well as gain. The stakes are high
and it is hardly surprising that efforts to date have met
with little success. It is, however, ironic that a practice
that—at least in Hofriyat—emphasizes female fertility
at a cultural level can be so destructive of it physiologi-
cally and so damaging to women’s health overall. That
paradox has analogies elsewhere, in a world consid-
ered “civilized,” seemingly far removed from the “bar-
barous East.” Here too, in the west from where I speak,
feminine selfhood is often attained at the expense of
female well-being. In parallels like these there lies the
germ of an enlightened approach to the problem
(1997, 322).

Cultural relativism makes moral reasoning more
complex. It does not, however, require us to abandon
every value our own society has taught us. Every
cultural tradition offers more than one way of evaluating
experience. Exposure to the interpretations of an
unfamiliar culture forces us to reconsider the possibili-
ties our own tradition recognizes in a new light and
to search for areas of intersection as well as areas of
disagreement. What cultural relativism does discourage
is the easy solution of refusing to consider alternatives
from the outset. It also does not free us from sometimes
facing difficult choices between alternatives whose
rightness orwrongness is less than clearcut. In this sense,
“cultural relativism is a ‘toughminded’ philosophy”
(Herskovits 1973, 37).
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Does Culture Explain
Everything?

We believe that our view of the concept of culture as
presented in this chapter is widely shared among con-
temporary cultural anthropologists. Nevertheless, in
recent years the concept of culture has been critically
reexamined as patterns of human life have undergone
major dislocations and configurations. The issues are
complex and are more fully explored in later chapters,
but we offer here a brief account to provide some his-
torical context.

For at least the past 50 years, many anthropologists
have distinguished between Culture (with a capital C)
and cultures (plural with a lowercase ¢). Culture has been
used to describe an attribute of the human species as a
whole—its members’ ability, in the absence of highly
specific genetic programming, to create and to imitate
patterned, symbolically mediated ideas and activities
that promote the survival of our species. By contrast, the
term cultures has been used to refer to particular, learned
ways of life belonging to specific groups of human beings.
Given this distinction, the human species as a whole can
be said to have Culture as a defining attribute, but actual
human beings would only have access to particular
human cultures—either their own or other people’s.

It is the plural use of cultures with a lowercase ¢ that has
been challenged. The challenge may seem puzzling, how-
ever, because many anthropologists have viewed the
plural use of the culture concept not only as analytically
helpful but also as politically progressive. Their view
reflects a struggle that developed in nineteenth-century
Europe: Supporters of the supposedly progressive,
universal civilization of the Enlightenment, inaugurated
by the French Revolution and spread by Napoleonic
conquest, were challenged by inhabitants of other
European nations, who resisted both Napoleon and the
Enlightenment in what has been called the Romantic
Counter-Enlightenment. Romantic intellectuals in na-
tions like Germany rejected what they considered the
imposition of “artificial” Enlightenment civilization on
the “natural” spiritual traditions of their own distinct
national cultures (Kuper 1999; Crehan 2002).

This political dynamic, which pits a steamroller
civilization against vulnerable local cultures, carried over
into the usage that later developed in anthropology,
particularly in North America. The decades surrounding
the turn of the twentieth century marked the period of
expanding European colonial empires as well as westward

expansion and consolidation of control in North America
by European settlers. At that time, the social sciences were
becoming established in universities, and different fields
were assigned different tasks. Anthropology was allocated
what Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1991) has called “the savage
slot”—that is, the so-called “primitive” world that was the
target of colonization. Anthropologists thus became the
official academic experts on societies whose members
suffered racist denigration as “primitives” and whose ways
of life were being undermined by contact with Western
colonial “civilization.”

Anthropologists were determined to denounce
these practices and to demonstrate that the “primitive”
stereotype was false. Some found inspiration in the work
of English anthropologist E. B. Tylor, who, in 1871, had
defined “culture or civilization” as “that complex whole
which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law,
custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired
by man as a member of society” (1958 [1871]:1). This def-
inition had the virtue of blurring the difference between
“civilization” and “culture,” and it encouraged the view
that even “primitives” possessed “capabilities and habits”
that merited respect. Thus, in response to stereotypes of
“primitives” as irrational, disorganized, insensitive, or
promiscuous, anthropologists like Franz Boas and Bron-
islaw Malinowski were able to show that, on the con-
trary, so-called “primitives” possessed “cultures” that
were reasonable, orderly, artistically developed, and
morally disciplined. The plural use of culture allowed
them to argue that, in their own ways, “primitives” were
as fully human as “civilized” people.

By the end of the twentieth century, however, some
anthropologists became concerned about the way the
plural concept of culture was being used. That is, the
boundary that was once thought to protect vulnerability
was starting to look more like a prison wall, condemning
those within it to live according to “their” culture, just as
their ancestors had done, like exhibits in a living museum,
whether they wanted to or not. But if some group mem-
bers criticize a practice, such as female genital cutting,
that is part of their cultural tradition, does this mean that
the critics are no longer “authentic” members of their own
culture? To come to such a conclusion overlooks the pos-
sibility that alternatives to a controversial practice might
already exist within the cultural tradition and that follow-
ers of that tradition may themselves decide that some alter-
natives make more sense than others in today’s world.
The issue then becomes not just which traditions have
been inherited from the past—as if “authentic” cultures
were monolithic and unchanging—but, rather, which tra-
ditional practices ought to continue in a contemporary
world—and who is entitled to make that decision.
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Culture Change and Cultural
Authenticity

It is no secret that colonizing states have regularly at-
tempted to determine the cultural priorities of those
whom they conquered. Sending missionaries to con-
vert colonized peoples to Christianity is one of the best
known practices of Western cultural imperialism. In
North America in the 1860s, for example, escalating
struggles between settlers and Native American groups
led federal policy makers to place federal Indian policy
in the hands of Christian reformers “who would em-
brace the hard work of transforming Indians and resist
the lure of getting rich off the system’s spoils” (Lassiter
et al. 2002, 22). And although missionaries were ini-
tially resisted, eventually they made many converts,
and Christianity remains strong among indigenous
groups like the Comanches and Kiowas today. But how
should this religious conversion be understood?

Doesn't the fact that Kiowas are Christians today
show that federal officials and missionaries succeeded
in their policies of Western Christian cultural imperial-
ism? Maybe not: “Taking the ‘Jesus Way’ is not neces-
sarily the story of how one set of beliefs replace another
one wholesale, or of the incompatibility of Kiowa
practices with Christian ones. Rather, it is a more com-
plex encounter in which both sides make concessions”
(Lassiter et al. 2002, 19). True, missionaries arrived as
the buffalo were disappearing and Kiowa people were
being confined to reservations, and in 1890 the U.S.
government used military force to put an end to the
Kiowa Sun Dance, the centerpiece of Kiowa ceremo-
nies. And yet, Lassiter tells us, “For many Kiowas—as
for Indian people generally—Christianity has been,
and remains, a crucially important element in their
lives as Native people. Its concern for community needs,
its emphasis on shared beliefs, and its promise of salva-
tion have helped to mediate life in a region long buf-
feted by limited economic development, geographic
isolation, and cultural stress” (18).

One reason it succeeded was that missionaries did
not insist that the Kiowa give up all traditional ways
(Lassiter et al. 2002, 53). Prominent Kiowa individuals
adopted Christianity, and Kiowa converts were trained
to become missionaries and ministers, which proved
attractive (57; Figure 2.6). Especially persuasive were
women missionaries who “lived in the Kiowa camps,
ate their food, and endured the privations of life on the
plains with impressive strength” (59). Missionaries, in
turn, actively sought to adapt Christian practices to
traditional Kiowa ways. For example, “Missions were
historically located in and around established camps
and communities,” with the result that “churches were

Chief Lone Wolf, adopted Christianity and invited missionaries
to train Kiowa ministers.

the natural extension of traditional Kiowa camps” and
eventually took their place at the center of Kiowa life
(61). “People would often camp on the grounds or stay
with relatives for weeks at a time. . . . Services with
Kiowa hymns and special prayers often extended into
the evening” (62).

It might be as accurate to say that the Kiowa
“kiowanized” Christianity, therefore, as it would be to
say that missionaries “Christianized” the Kiowa. One
of Lassiter's Kiowa collaborators, Vincent Bointy,
insists that Christianity is not the same as “the white
man’s way” and explains that “the elders didn't say
‘Christian.” . . . They said ‘this is the way of God"”
(Lassiter et al. 2002, 63). Kiowa identity and Christian
values are so closely intertwined for Bointy that “he
believes that he can express the power of Christianity
better in Kiowa than in English.” (63). And this is why
Kiowa hymns are so important. Unlike other Kiowa
songs, Kiowa hymns are sung in the Kiowa language,
which is spoken less and less in other settings. Kiowa
hymns “give life to a unique Kiowa experience, pre-
serve the language, and affirm an ongoing (and con-
tinually unfolding) Kiowa spirituality. Indeed, Kiowa
Indian hymns are as much Kiowa (if not more) as they
are ‘Christian’” (Lassiter 2004, 205).



