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xix

a letter from the author

I wrote the first edition of this book during a time of rapid change in my favorite academic discipline—
anthropology. My colleagues and I were excited about new discoveries and directions in all four of an-
thropology’s subfields—biological anthropology, anthropological archaeology, sociocultural 
anthropology, and linguistic anthropology. My goal was to write a book that would capture that excite-
ment, addressing key changes, while also providing a solid foundation of core concepts and the basics.

Just as anthropology is a dynamic discipline that encourages new discoveries and explores the pro-
found changes now affecting people and societies, this edition of Cultural Anthropology makes a con-
certed effort to keep pace with changes in the way students read and learn core content today. Our digital 
program, Connect Anthropology, includes assignable and assessable quizzes, exercises, and interactive 
activities, organized around course-specific learning objectives. Furthermore, Connect includes an 
 interactive eBook, LearnSmart, which is an adaptive testing program, and SmartBook, the first and 
only truly adaptive reading experience. The tools and resources provided in Connect Anthropology are 
designed to engage students and enable them to improve their performance in the course. This 17th edition 
has benefited from feedback from about 2,000 students who worked with these tools and programs while 
using the 16th edition of Cultural Anthropology. We were able to flag and respond to specific areas of 
difficulty that students encountered, chapter by chapter. I used this extensive feedback to revise, rethink, 
and clarify my writing in almost every chapter. In preparing this edition, I benefited tremendously from 
both students’ and professors’ reactions to my book.

As I work on each new edition, it becomes ever more apparent to me that while any competent and 
useful text must present anthropology’s core, that text also must demonstrate anthropology’s relevance to 
the 21st-century world we inhabit. Accordingly, each new edition contains substantial content changes as 
well as a series of features that examine our changing world. For example, several “Focus on Globaliza-
tion” essays in this book examine topics as diverse as world sports events, disease pandemics, the global 
gender gap, and the political role of new media. Several chapters contain discussions of new media, 
 including social media. Many of the boxes titled “Appreciating Anthropology” and “Appreciating Diver-
sity” (at least one per chapter) also present new discoveries and topics.

Each chapter begins with a discussion titled “Understanding Ourselves.” These introductions, along 
with examples from popular culture throughout the book, show how anthropology relates to students’ 
everyday lives. My overarching goal is to help students appreciate the field of cultural anthropology and 
the various kinds of diversity it studies. How do anthropologists think and work? Where do we go, and 
how do we interpret what we see? How do we step back, compare, and analyze? How does anthropology 
contribute to our understanding of the world? The “Appreciating Anthropology” boxes focus on the 
value and usefulness of anthropological research and approaches while the “Appreciating Diversity” 
boxes focus on various forms and expressions of human cultural diversity.

Most students who read this book will not go on to become anthropologists, or even anthropology 
majors. For those who do, this book should provide a solid foundation to build on. For those who don’t—
that is, for most of my readers—my goal is to instill a sense of appreciation: of human diversity, of an-
thropology as a field, and of how anthropology can build on, and help make sense of, the experience that 
students bring to the classroom. May this course and this text help students think differently about, and 
achieve greater understanding of, their own culture and its place within our globalizing world.

Conrad Phillip Kottak

Welcome to the 17th Edition of Cultural Anthropology: Appreciating Cultural Diversity!
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CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS ANTHROPOLOGY?
•	 Streamlined organization with clearer focus on 

core content

•	 Revised sections:

•	 Biological Anthropology

•	 Cultural Anthropology and Sociology

•	 Theories, Associations, and Explanations, in-

cluding a new Recap to emphasize key terms

CHAPTER 2: CULTURE
•	 Updated discussion on Makah whaling, including 

the latest available information on the dispute

CHAPTER 3: METHOD AND THEORY IN 

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY
•	 Revised section on “Problem-Oriented 

 Ethnography”

•	 Significant rewriting and reorganizing in the 

theory sections

•	 Updates throughout, referencing the latest 

sources

CHAPTER 4: APPLYING ANTHROPOLOGY
•	 Coverage of “Early Applications” completely 

rewritten

•	 Key sections of “Development Anthropology” 

revised, including the discussions of equity im-

pact and overinnovation

•	 “Medical Anthropology” section rewritten and 

reorganized, with the addition of three new 

subheads to group and organize content

•	 Updated coverage of all of the following:

•	 Pros and cons of Western medicine

• Health problems spawned by industrializa-

tion and globalization

• The author’s contention that Western sys-

tems would benefit from a more personal 

treatment of illness

CHAPTER 5: LANGUAGE AND 

COMMUNICATION
•	 New “Appreciating Diversity” box, “Words of 

the Year”

•	 New discussion of “the language of food”

•	 Updates throughout

CHAPTER 6: ETHNICITY AND RACE
•	 This chapter has been almost completely 

 rewritten. Changes include the following:

•	 New section on the backlash to 

 multiculturalism

•	 New section on the Black Lives Matter 

 movement

•	 New discussion of the ongoing conflicts in 

Iraq and Syria

•	 Updated statistics throughout, with  

the  latest available figures on income, 

wealth, minority group poverty rates,  

and growth in ethnic  diversity in the  

United States

CHAPTER 7: MAKING A LIVING
•	 Clarified discussion of the following topics:

•	 The definition of foragers and the distribu-

tion of modern foragers

•	 The relocation of the Basarwa San

•	 Social distinctions in egalitarian foraging 

 societies

•	 The terms horticulture, shifting cultivation, 

and slash-and-burn horticulture

•	 How agriculture a�ects society and the 

 environment

•	 The terms redistribution and reciprocity

•	 The Potlatch

CHAPTER 8: POLITICAL SYSTEMS
•	 Revised treatment of the following topics:

•	 The di�erences between contemporary 

and Stone Age hunter-gatherers

•	 Changes in how anthropologists view 

 foragers

•	 The range of political systems associated 

with pastoralism and the status of pastoral-

ism within modern nation-states.

•	 How states enforce laws, how states inter-

vene in disputes, and the significance of 

fiscal  systems in states

•	 Factors that curb and factors that enable 

public resistance

•	 The concepts of public and hidden transcripts

•	 How shame and gossip can function as ef-

fective processes of social control

CHAPTER 9: GENDER
•	 The chapter was heavily revised, including the 

following changes:

•	 New information on deadly aspects of 

gender inequality in the contemporary 

world, including a discussion of the case 

of the Pakistani girl Malala, the teenage 

winner of the 2014 Nobel prize

•	 New discussion of the increasing profes-

sionalization of the female labor force in 

the United States

Updates and Revisions—Informed by Student Data

Revisions to the 17th edition of Cultural Anthropology were extensively informed by student data, collected anonymously by McGraw-Hill’s LearnSmart 

adaptive learning system. Using this data, we were able to graphically illustrate “hot spots,” indicating content area students struggle with (see image 

below). This data provided feedback at the paragraph and even sentence level. Conrad Kottak relied on this data when making decisions about material to 

revise, update, and improve. Updates were also informed by the many excellent reviews provided by faculty at 2- and 4-year schools across the country.
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•	 New section titled “Work and Family: Reality 

and Stereotypes,” which examines how 

 contemporary families are balancing work 

and family responsibilities, how men have 

 increased their contribution to housework  

and childcare, lingering stereotypes about 

male and female work, and the need for 

 employers to o�er more flexible work 

 arrangements

•	 Substantial updates to the section “Work 

and Happiness”

•	 Updated discussion of transgender 

 identity

•	 Updated statistics throughout

CHAPTER 10: FAMILIES, KINSHIP, AND 

DESCENT
•	 Updated figures and statistics with data from 

2014 and 2015

•	 Revised discussion of the following:

•	 Descent groups

•	 Expanded family households

•	 How geographic mobility a�ects North 

 American kinship

•	 The zadruga family system

•	 Stipulated descent

•	 Ambilineal descent

•	 Kinship calculation

•	 Kin terms

•	 Bifurcate merging kinship terminology and 

the kinds of societies that have it

•	 Generational kinship terminology

•	 Bifurcate collateral kinship terminology

CHAPTER 11: MARRIAGE
•	 New “Appreciating Anthropology” box, “What 

Anthropologists Could Teach the Supreme 

Court about the Definition of Marriage”

•	 Revised discussions of why marriage is di�cult 

to define cross-culturally, and of the factors 

that promote or discourage polygyny.

•	 Updated section on “Same-Sex Marriage”

•	 New map showing countries now allowing 

same-sex marriage and the date of  

 legalization

CHAPTER 12: RELIGION
•	 New “Appreciating Diversity” box, “This 

 New-Time Religion,” on changes in religious 

a�liation in the United States between 2007 

and 2014

•	 Revised discussion of the following:

•	 Durkheim’s approach to religion

•	 Anthony Wallace’s definition of religion

•	 The growth of Evangelical Protestantism

•	 The relationship between antimodernism 

and religious fundamentalism in Christian-

ity and Islam

CHAPTER 13: ARTS, MEDIA,  

AND SPORTS
•	 New “Appreciating Diversity” box, “Asian 

American Musicians: Internet Stars, Main-

stream Wannabes,” discussing successful 

Asian-American YouTube stars

•	 Revised discussions of:

•	 The limitations of dictionary definitions  

of art

•	 The varied forms of expressive culture 

 included within the anthropological study 

of art

•	 What the Kalabari case study reveals about 

art, aesthetics, and religion

•	 The interplay between the individual and 

the social in artistic production in non-

Western and Western societies

•	 Updated and reworked section “Networking 

and Sociability On- and O�ine”

•	 Clarified connections among the arts, media, 

and sports

•	 Amplified discussion of criticism of the arts in 

contemporary societies

CHAPTER 14: THE WORLD SYSTEM, 

COLONIALISM, AND INEQUALITY
•	 Updated throughout, especially in the section 

“The Persistence of Inequality,” which has an 

entirely new subsection titled “Environmental 

Risks on the American Periphery”

•	 Clarified discussion of the following topics:

•	 World-system theory

•	 The Industrial Revolution

•	 The domestic system of production

•	 Reasons the Industrial Revolution  began in 

England

•	 Cultural and religious factors in England’s 

 industrialization

•	 Ways in which the Industrial Revolution 

changed societies

•	 The colonies of Spain and Portugal

•	 The British Empire

•	 The impact of NAFTA on the Mexican 

 economy

•	 New illustrations of changes in U.S. household 

income and the distribution of wealth in the 

United States

CHAPTER 15: ANTHROPOLOGY’S ROLE IN 

A GLOBALIZING WORLD
•	 New “Appreciating Diversity” box, “Diversity un-

der Siege: Global Forces and Indigenous Peoples”

•	 Inclusion of 2015 American Anthropological 

Association (AAA) “Statement on Humanity and 

Climate Change”

•	 Revised discussions of:

•	 The globalization of risk

•	 The meaning of globalization

•	 Emerging and zoonotic diseases

•	 Why development projects and conserva-

tion e�orts must pay attention to the needs 

and wishes of local people

•	 Acculturation

•	 Finance as a global force

•	 Examples of a global culture of consumption
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Learn Without Limits
Connect is proven e�ective

McGraw-Hill Connect® is a 
 digital teaching and learning 

 environment that improves performance over a variety of 
critical outcomes; it is easy to use; and it is proven effective. 
Connect® empowers students by continually adapting to deliver 
precisely what they need, when they need it, and how they 
need it, so your class time is more engaging and effective. 
Connect for Anthropology offers a wealth of interactive on-
line content, including quizzes, exercises, and critical think-
ing questions, and “Applying Anthropology,” “Anthropology 
on My Own,” and “Anthropology on the Web” activities.

Connect also features these advanced capabilities
Available within Connect, SmartBook® makes study time as produc-
tive and efficient as possible by identifying and closing knowledge 

gaps. SmartBook is powered by the proven LearnSmart® engine, which identifies what an individual student knows and doesn’t 
know based on the student’s confidence level, responses to questions, and other factors. LearnSmart builds an optimal, personalized 
learning path for each student, so students spend less time on concepts they already understand and more time on those they don’t. 
As a student engages with SmartBook, the reading experience continuously adapts by highlighting the most impactful content a 
student needs to learn at that moment in time. This ensures that every minute spent with SmartBook is returned to the student as the 
most value-added minute possible. The result? More confidence, better grades, and greater success.
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Connect Insight® is Connect’s 
new one-of-a-kind visual ana-

lytics dashboard—now available for both instructors and 
 students—that provides at-a-glance information regarding stu-
dent performance, which is immediately actionable. By present-
ing assignment, assessment, and topical performance results 
together with a time metric that is easily visible for aggregate or 
individual results, Connect Insight gives the user the capability 
to take a just-in-time approach to teaching and learning, which 
was never before available. Connect Insight presents data that 
empowers students and helps instructors improve class perfor-
mance in a way that is efficient and effective.

Your Course, Your Way
McGraw-Hill Create® is a self-service website that allows you to create customized course materials using 
 McGraw-Hill Education’s comprehensive, cross-disciplinary content and digital products. You can even access 

third-party content such as readings, articles, cases, videos, and more.

∙ Select and arrange content to fit your course scope and sequence.

∙ Upload your own course materials.

∙ Select the best format for your students—print or eBook.

∙ Select and personalize your cover.
∙ Edit and update your materials as often as you’d like.

Experience how McGraw-Hill Education’s Create empowers you to teach your students your way: http://www.mcgrawhillcreate.com.

McGraw-Hill Campus® is a groundbreaking service that puts world-class digital learning resources just a 
click away for all faculty and students. All faculty—whether or not they use a McGraw-Hill title—can in-

stantly browse, search, and access the entire library of McGraw-Hill instructional resources and services, including eBooks, test 
banks, PowerPoint slides, animations, and learning objects—from any Learning Management System (LMS), at no additional cost 
to an institution. Users also have single sign-on access to McGraw-Hill digital platforms, including Connect, Create, and Tegrity, a 
fully automated lecture caption solution.

Instructor Resources
Instructor resources available through Connect for Anthropology include an Instructor’s Manual, Test Bank, Image Bank, and 
 PowerPoint presentation for each chapter.
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A produce market in Ubud, Bali, Indonesia.

 What 
distinguishes 
anthropology 
from other fields 
that study human 
beings?

 How do 
anthropologists 
study human 
diversity in time 
and space?

 Why is 
anthropology 
both scientific  
and humanistic?
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What Is Anthropology?
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HUMAN DIVERSITY
Anthropologists study human beings and 
their products wherever and whenever they 
find them—in rural Kenya, a Turkish café, 
a Mesopotamian tomb, or a North American 
shopping mall. Anthropology explores hu-
man diversity across time and space, seek-
ing to understand as much as possible 

about the human condition. Of particular 
interest is the diversity that comes through 
human adaptability.

Humans are among the world’s most 
adaptable animals. In the Andes of South 
America, people wake up in villages 
16,000 feet above sea level and then trek 
1,500 feet higher to work in tin mines. 
Tribes in the Australian desert worship 

HUMAN DIVERSITY

Adaptation, Variation, and 

Change

Cultural Forces Shape 

Human Biology

GENERAL ANTHROPOLOGY

THE SUBDISCIPLINES OF 

ANTHROPOLOGY

Cultural Anthropology

Anthropological 

Archaeology

Biological Anthropology

Linguistic Anthropology

APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY

ANTHROPOLOGY AND 

OTHER ACADEMIC FIELDS

Cultural Anthropology and 

Sociology

Anthropology and 

Psychology

THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD

Theories, Associations, 

and Explanations

Case Study: Explaining 

the Postpartum Taboo

The Value, and 

Limitations, of Science

W
hen you grew up, which sport 

did you appreciate the most—

soccer, swimming, football, 

baseball, tennis, golf, or some 

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

because of “who you are” or because of the 

opportunities you had as a child to practice 

and participate in this particular activity? Think 

about the phrases and sentences you would 

use to describe yourself in a personal ad or on 

a networking site—your likes and dislikes, 

hobbies, and habits. How many of these 

descriptors would be the same if you had been 

born in a di�erent place or time?

When you were young, your parents might 

have told you that drinking milk and eating veg-

etables would help you grow up “big and 

strong.” They probably didn’t recognize as read-

ily the role that culture plays in shaping bodies, 

personalities, and personal health. If nutrition 

matters in growth, so, too, do cultural guidelines. 

What is proper behavior for boys and girls? What 

kinds of work should men and women do? 

Where should people live? What are proper uses 

of their leisure time? What role should religion 

play? How should people relate to their family, 

friends, and neighbors? Although our genetic 

attributes provide a foundation for our growth 

and development, human biology is fairly plas-

tic—that is, it is malleable. Culture is an environ-

mental force that a�ects our development as 

much as do nutrition, heat, cold, and altitude. 

Culture also guides our emotional and cognitive 

growth and helps determine the kinds of person-

alities we have as adults.

Among scholarly disciplines, anthropology 

stands out as the field that provides the cross-

cultural test. How much would we know about 

human behavior, thought, and feeling if we 

studied only our own kind? What if our entire 

understanding of human behavior were based 

on analysis of questionnaires filled out by col-

lege students in Oregon? That is a radical ques-

tion, but one that should make you think about 

the basis for statements about what humans are 

like, individually or as a group. A primary reason 

anthropology can uncover so much about what 

it means to be human is that the discipline is 

based on the cross-cultural perspective. A sin-

gle culture simply cannot tell us everything we 

need to know about what it means to be human. 

We need to compare and contrast. Often culture 

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

way things are) until it is placed in comparison 

to another culture. For example, to appreciate 

how watching television a�ects us, as human 

beings, we need to study not just North America 

today but some other place—and perhaps some 

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

 Kottak 1990b, 2009). The cross-cultural test is 

fundamental to the anthropological approach, 

which orients this textbook.
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Chapter 1 What Is Anthropology? 3

do we distinguish between what is right, and what is 
wrong? A culture produces a degree of consistency 
in behavior and thought among the people who live 
in a particular society.

The most critical element of cultural traditions 
is their transmission through learning rather than 
through biological inheritance. Culture is not it-
self biological, but it rests on certain features of 
human biology. For more than a million years, 
humans have possessed at least some of the bio-
logical capacities on which culture depends. 
These abilities are to learn, to think symbolically, 
to use language, and to make and use tools.

Anthropology confronts and ponders major 
questions about past and present human existence. 
By examining ancient bones and tools, we unravel 
the mysteries of human origins. When did our an-
cestors separate from those of the apes? Where 
and when did Homo sapiens originate? How has 
our species changed? What are we now, and where 
are we going? How have social and cultural 
changes influenced biological change? Our ge-
nus, Homo, has been changing for more than one 
million years. Humans continue to adapt and 
change both biologically and culturally.

Adaptation, Variation,  
and Change
Adaptation refers to the processes by which or-
ganisms cope with environmental forces and 
stresses. How do organisms change to fit their en-
vironments, such as dry climates or high moun-
tain altitudes? Like other animals, humans have 
biological means of adaptation. But humans also 
habitually rely on cultural means of adaptation. 
Recap 1.1 summarizes the cultural and biological 
means that humans use to adapt to high altitudes.

Mountainous terrains pose particular chal-
lenges, those associated with altitude and oxygen 
deprivation. Consider four ways (one cultural and 
three biological) in which humans may cope with 

 animals and discuss philosophy. People survive 
malaria in the tropics. Men have walked on 
the moon. The model of the USS Enterprise in 
Washington’s Smithsonian Institution symbolizes 
the desire to “seek out new life and civilizations, 
to boldly go where no one has gone before.” 
Wishes to know the unknown, control the uncon-
trollable, and create order out of chaos find ex-
pression among all peoples. Creativity, adaptability, 
and flexibility are basic human attributes, and hu-
man diversity is the subject matter of anthropology.

Students often are surprised by the breadth of 
anthropology, which is the study of humans 
around the world and through time. Anthropology 
is a uniquely comparative and holistic science. 
Holism refers to the study of the whole of the hu-
man condition: past, present, and future; biology, 
society, language, and culture. Most people think 
that anthropologists study fossils and nonindus-
trial, non-Western cultures, and many of them do. 
But anthropology is much more than the study of 
nonindustrial peoples: It is a comparative field that 
examines all societies, ancient and modern, simple 
and complex, local and global. The other social 
sciences tend to focus on a single society, usually 
an industrial nation like the United States or Canada. 
Anthropology, however, offers a unique cross- 
cultural perspective by constantly comparing the 
customs of one society with those of others.

People share society—organized life in groups—
with other animals, including baboons, wolves, 
mole rats, and even ants. Culture, however, is more 
distinctly human. Cultures are traditions and cus-
toms, transmitted through learning, that form and 
guide the beliefs and behavior of the people exposed 
to them. Children learn such a tradition by growing 
up in a particular society, through a process called 
enculturation. Cultural traditions include customs 
and opinions, developed over the generations, about 
proper and improper behavior. These traditions 
 answer such questions as these: How should we do 
things? How do we make sense of the world? How 

anthropology

The study of humans 

around the world and 

through time.

holistic

Encompassing past, 

present, and future; 

biology, society, 

language, and culture.

culture

Traditions and customs 

transmitted through 

learning.

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

FORM OF ADAPTATION

Technology

Genetic adaptation (occurs over 

generations)

Long-term physiological adaptation 

(occurs during growth and 

development of the individual 

organism)

Short-term physiological adaptation 

(occurs spontaneously when the 

individual organism enters a new 

environment)

TYPE OF ADAPTATION

Cultural

Biological

Biological

Biological

EXAMPLE

Pressurized airplane cabin with 

oxygen masks

Larger “barrel chests” of native 

highlanders

More e�cient respiratory system, 

to extract oxygen from “thin air”

Increased heart rate, 

hyperventilation
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Cultural Forces Shape Human 
Biology
Anthropology’s comparative, biocultural perspec-
tive recognizes that cultural forces constantly 
mold human biology. (Biocultural refers to using 
and combining both biological and cultural per-
spectives and approaches to analyze and under-
stand a particular issue or problem.) As we saw in 
“Understanding Ourselves,” culture is a key envi-
ronmental force in determining how human bod-
ies grow and develop. Cultural traditions promote 
certain activities and abilities, discourage others, 
and set standards of physical well-being and at-
tractiveness. Consider how this works in sports. 
North American girls are encouraged to pursue, 
and therefore do well in, competition involving 
figure skating, gymnastics, track and field, swim-
ming, diving, and many other sports. Brazilian 
girls, although excelling in the team sports of bas-
ketball and volleyball, haven’t fared nearly as well 
in individual sports as have their American and 
Canadian counterparts. Why are people encour-
aged to excel as athletes in some nations but not 
others? Why do people in some countries invest 
so much time and effort in competitive sports that 
their bodies change significantly as a result?

Cultural standards of attractiveness and propri-
ety influence participation and achievement in 
sports. Americans run or swim not just to com-
pete but also to keep trim and fit. Brazil’s beauty 
standards traditionally have accepted more fat, es-
pecially in female buttocks and hips. Brazilian 
men have had significant international success in 
swimming and running, but Brazil rarely sends 
female swimmers or runners to the Olympics. 
One reason why Brazilian women avoid competi-
tive swimming in particular may be that sport’s 
effects on the body. Years of swimming sculpt a 
distinctive physique: an enlarged upper torso, a 
massive neck, and powerful shoulders and back. 
Successful female swimmers tend to be big, 
strong, and bulky. The countries that have pro-
duced them most consistently are the United 
States, Canada, Australia, Germany, the Scandi-
navian nations, the Netherlands, and the former 
Soviet Union, where this body type isn’t as stig-
matized as it is in Latin countries. For women, 
Brazilian culture prefers ample hips and buttocks 
to a muscled upper body. Many young female 
swimmers in Brazil choose to abandon the sport 
rather than their culture’s “feminine” body ideal.

GENERAL ANTHROPOLOGY
The academic discipline of anthropology, also 
known as general anthropology or “four-field” 
anthropology, includes four main subdisciplines 
or subfields. They are sociocultural, archaeologi-
cal, biological, and linguistic anthropology. (From 
here on, the shorter term cultural anthropology 

biocultural

Combining biological 

and cultural approaches 

to a given problem.

general 

anthropology

Anthropology as a 

whole: cultural, 

archaeological, 

biological, and linguistic 

anthropology.

low oxygen pressure at high altitudes. Illustrating 
cultural (technological) adaptation would be a 
pressurized airplane cabin equipped with oxygen 
masks. There are three ways of adapting biologi-
cally to high altitudes: genetic adaptation, long-
term physiological adaptation, and short-term 
physiological adaptation. First, native populations 
of high-altitude areas, such as the Andes of Peru 
and the Himalayas of Tibet and Nepal, seem to 
have acquired certain genetic advantages for life 
at very high altitudes. The Andean tendency to 
develop a voluminous chest and lungs probably 
has a genetic basis. Second, regardless of their 
genes, people who grow up at a high altitude be-
come physiologically more efficient there than 
genetically similar people who have grown up at 
sea level would be. This illustrates long-term 
physiological adaptation during the body’s growth 
and development. Third, humans also have the ca-
pacity for short-term or immediate physiological 
adaptation. Thus, when lowlanders arrive in the 
highlands, they immediately increase their breath-
ing and heart rates. Hyperventilation increases the 
oxygen in their lungs and arteries. As the pulse 
also increases, blood reaches their tissues more 
rapidly. These varied adaptive responses—cultural 
and biological—all fulfill the need to supply an 
adequate amount of oxygen to the body.

As human history has unfolded, the social and 
cultural means of adaptation have become in-
creasingly important. In this process, humans 
have devised diverse ways of coping with the 
range of environments they have occupied in time 
and space. The rate of cultural adaptation and 
change has accelerated, particularly during the 
last 10,000 years. For millions of years, hunting 
and gathering of nature’s bounty—foraging—was 
the sole basis of human subsistence. However, it 
took only a few thousand years for food production 
(the cultivation of plants and domestication of ani-
mals), which originated some 12,000–10,000 years 
ago, to replace foraging in most areas. Between 
6000 and 5000 B.P. (before the present), the first 
civilizations arose. These were large, powerful, and 
complex societies, such as ancient Egypt, that con-
quered and governed large geographic areas.

Much more recently, the spread of industrial 
production has profoundly affected human life. 
Throughout human history, major innovations 
have spread at the expense of earlier ones. Each 
economic revolution has had social and cultural 
repercussions. Today’s global economy and com-
munications link all contemporary people, di-
rectly or indirectly, in the modern world system. 
Nowadays, even remote villagers experience 
world forces and events. (See “Focus on Global-
ization” on p. 7.) The study of how local people 
adapt to global forces poses new challenges for 
anthropology: “The cultures of world peoples 
need to be constantly rediscovered as these people 
reinvent them in changing historical circum-
stances” (Marcus and Fischer 1986, p. 24).

food production

An economy based on 

plant cultivation and/or 

animal domestication.
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peoples of North America. Interest in 
the origins and diversity of Native 

Americans brought together studies 
of customs, social life, language, 
and physical traits. Anthropolo-
gists still are pondering such 
questions as these: Where did 
Native Americans come from? 
How many waves of migration 
brought them to the New World? 
What are the linguistic, cultural, 
and biological links among Na-
tive Americans and between 
them and Asians?

There also are logical reasons 
for including anthropology’s four 
subfields in the same academic 
discipline. Answers to key ques-
tions in anthropology often re-
quire an understanding of both 
human biology and culture and of 
both the past and the present. 
Each subfield considers variation 
in time and space (that is, in dif-
ferent geographic areas). Cultural 
and archaeological anthropolo-
gists study (among many other 
topics) changes in social life and 
customs. Archaeologists have 
used studies of living societies 
and behavior patterns to imagine 

what life might have been like in the past. Bio-
logical anthropologists examine evolutionary 
changes in physical form, for example, anatomical 

will be used as a synonym for “sociocul-
tural anthropology.”) Cultural anthro-
pology focuses on societies of the 
present and recent past. Anthropo-
logical archaeology (the more 
common term for archaeological 
anthropology) reconstructs life-
ways of ancient and more recent 
societies through analysis of ma-
terial remains. Biological an-
thropology studies human 
biological variation through time 
and across geographic space. Lin-
guistic anthropology examines lan-
guage in its social and cultural 
contexts. Of the four subfields, 
cultural anthropology has the 
largest membership. Most depart-
ments of anthropology teach 
courses in all four subfields. (Note 
that general anthropology did not 
develop as a comparable field of 
study in most European countries, 
where the subdisciplines tend to 
exist separately.)

There are historical reasons for 
the inclusion of the four subfields 
in a single discipline in North 
America. The origin of anthropol-
ogy as a scientific field, and of 
American anthropology in partic-
ular, can be traced back to the 19th century. Early 
American anthropologists were concerned espe-
cially with the history and cultures of the native 

Early American anthropology was 

especially concerned with the 

history and cultures of Native 

North Americans. Ely S. Parker, or 

Ha-sa-noan-da, was a Seneca 

Indian who made important 

contributions to early 

anthropology. Parker also served 

as Commissioner of Indian A�airs 

for the United States.

SOURCE: National Archives and 

Records Administration
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100-meter freestyle 

championship final at 

the Arena Pro Swim 

Series on March 5, 

2016 in Orlando, 

Florida.  How might 

years of competitive 

swimming a�ect the 

human body?
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“Human populations construct their cultures in 
interaction with one another, and not in isolation” 
(Wolf 1982, p. ix). Villagers increasingly partici-
pate in regional, national, and world events. Expo-
sure to external forces comes through the mass 
media, migration, and modern transportation. 
City, nation, and world increasingly invade local 
communities with the arrival of tourists, develop-
ment agents, government and religious officials, 
and political candidates. Such linkages are promi-
nent components of regional, national, and global 
systems of politics, economics, and information. 
These larger systems increasingly affect the peo-
ple and places anthropology traditionally has 
studied. The study of such linkages and systems 
is part of the subject matter of modern anthro-
pology. (See “Focus on Globalization” for a dis-
cussion of world events familiar to  millions of 
people.)

Ethnology examines, interprets, and analyzes 
the results of ethnography—the data gathered in 
different societies. It uses such data to compare 
and contrast and to generalize about society and 
culture. Looking beyond the particular to the 
more general, ethnologists attempt to identify and 
explain cultural differences and similarities, to 
test hypotheses, and to build theory to enhance 
our understanding of how social and cultural sys-
tems work. (See the section “The Scientific 
Method” later in this chapter.) Ethnology gets its 
data for comparison not just from ethnography 
but also from the other subfields, particularly 
from archaeology, which reconstructs social sys-
tems of the past. (Recap 1.2 summarizes the main 
contrasts between ethnography and ethnology.)

Anthropological Archaeology
Anthropological archaeology (also known as 
 archaeological anthropology or, most simply, 
 “archaeology”) reconstructs, describes, and inter-
prets human behavior and cultural patterns through 
material remains. At sites where people live or have 
lived, archaeologists find artifacts, material items 
that humans have made, used, or modified, such as 
tools, weapons, campsites, buildings, and garbage. 
Plant and animal remains and garbage tell stories 
about consumption and activities. Wild and domes-
ticated grains have different characteristics, which 
allow archaeologists to distinguish between the 
gathering and the cultivation of plants. Animal 
bones reveal the age and sex of slaughtered animals, 
providing other information useful in determining 
whether species were wild or domesticated.

Analyzing such data, archaeologists answer 
several questions about ancient economies. Did 
the group get its meat from hunting, or did it do-
mesticate and breed animals, killing only those of 
a certain age and sex? Did plant food come from 
wild plants or from sowing, tending, and harvest-
ing crops? Did the residents make, trade for, or 
buy particular items? Were raw materials available 

changes that might have been associated with the 
origin of tool use or language. Linguistic anthro-
pologists may reconstruct the basics of ancient 
languages by studying modern ones.

The subdisciplines influence each other as 
members of the different subfields talk to each 
other, share books and journals, and associate in 
departments and at professional meetings. Gen-
eral anthropology explores the basics of human 
biology, society, and culture and considers their 
interrelations. Anthropologists share certain key 
assumptions. Perhaps the most fundamental is the 
idea that we cannot reach sound conclusions 
about “human nature” by studying a single nation, 
society, or cultural tradition. A comparative, 
cross-cultural approach is essential.

THE SUBDISCIPLINES  
OF ANTHROPOLOGY

Cultural Anthropology
Cultural anthropology, the study of human soci-
ety and culture, is the subfield that describes, ana-
lyzes, interprets, and explains social and cultural 
similarities and differences. To study and inter-
pret cultural diversity, cultural anthropologists 
engage in two kinds of activity: ethnography 
(based on fieldwork) and ethnology (based on 
cross-cultural comparison). Ethnography pro-
vides an account of a particular group, commu-
nity, society, or culture. During ethnographic 
fieldwork, the ethnographer gathers data that he 
or she organizes, describes, analyzes, and inter-
prets to build and present that account, which may 
be in the form of a book, an article, or a film. 
Traditionally, ethnographers lived in small com-
munities, where they studied local behavior, be-
liefs, customs, social life, economic activities, 
politics, and religion. Today, any ethnographer 
will recognize that external forces and events have 
an increasing influence on such settings.

An anthropological perspective derived from 
ethnographic fieldwork often differs radically 
from that of economics or political science. Those 
fields focus on national and official organizations 
and policies and often on elites. However, the 
groups that anthropologists traditionally have 
studied usually have been relatively poor and 
powerless. Ethnographers often observe discrimi-
natory practices directed toward such people, who 
experience food and water shortages, dietary defi-
ciencies, and other aspects of poverty. Political 
scientists tend to study programs that national 
planners develop, while anthropologists discover 
how these programs work on the local level.

Communities and cultures are less isolated to-
day than ever before. In fact, as the anthropologist 
Franz Boas noted many years ago (1940/1966), 
contact between neighboring tribes has always 
 existed and has extended over enormous areas. 

ethnology

The study of 

sociocultural 

di�erences and 

similarities.

cultural 

anthropology

The comparative, 

cross-cultural study of 

human society and 

culture.

ethnography

Fieldwork in a particular 

cultural setting.

anthropological 

archaeology

The study of human 

behavior through 

material remains.
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locally? If not, where did they come from? From 
such information, archaeologists reconstruct pat-
terns of production, trade, and consumption.

Archaeologists have spent much time studying 
potsherds, fragments of earthenware. Potsherds 
are more durable than many other artifacts, such 
as textiles and wood. The quantity of pottery frag-
ments allows estimates of population size and 
density. The discovery that potters used materials 
unavailable locally suggests systems of trade. 
Similarities in manufacture and decoration at dif-
ferent sites may be proof of cultural connections. 
Groups with similar pots may share a common 
history. They might have common cultural ances-
tors. Perhaps they traded with each other or be-
longed to the same political system.

Many archaeologists examine paleoecology. 
Ecology is the study of interrelations among liv-
ing things in an environment. The organisms and 
environment together constitute an ecosystem, a 
patterned arrangement of energy flows and ex-
changes. Human ecology studies ecosystems that 
include people, focusing on the ways in which hu-
man use “of nature influences and is influenced 
by social organization and cultural values” (Bennett 
1969, pp. 10–11). Paleoecology looks at the eco-
systems of the past.

In addition to reconstructing ecological pat-
terns, archaeologists may infer cultural transfor-
mations, for example, by observing changes in the 
size and type of sites and the distance between 
them. A city develops in a region where only 
towns, villages, and hamlets existed a few centu-
ries earlier. The number of settlement levels (city, 
town, village, hamlet) in a society is a measure of 
social complexity. Buildings offer clues about po-
litical and religious features. Temples and pyra-
mids suggest that an ancient society had an 
authority structure capable of marshaling the la-
bor needed to build such monuments. The pres-
ence or absence of certain structures, like the 
pyramids of ancient Egypt and Mexico, reveals 
differences in function between settlements. For 
example, some towns were places where people 
came to attend ceremonies. Others were burial 
sites; still others were farming communities.

Archaeologists also reconstruct behavior pat-
terns and lifestyles of the past by excavating. This 
involves digging through a succession of levels at 
a particular site. In a given area, through time, 
settlements may change in form and purpose, as 
may the connections between settlements. Exca-
vation can document changes in economic, social, 
and political activities.

Although archaeologists are best known for 
studying prehistory, that is, the period before the 
invention of writing, they also study the cultures 
of historical and even living peoples. Studying 
sunken ships off the Florida coast, underwater ar-
chaeologists have been able to verify the living 
conditions on the vessels that brought ancestral 
African Americans to the New World as enslaved 

World Events

focus on globalization

P
eople everywhere—even remote villagers—now participate in 

world events, especially through the mass media. The study of 

global–local linkages is a prominent part of modern anthropology. 

What kinds of events generate global interest? Disasters provide one 

example. Think of missing airplanes, nuclear plant meltdowns, and the 

earthquakes and tsunamis that have ravaged Thailand, Indonesia, and 

Japan. Think, too, of space—the final frontier: As many as 600 million 

people may have watched the first (Apollo 11) moon landing in 

1969—a huge audience in the early days of global television. Also 

consider the British royal family, especially the photogenic ones. The 

wedding of Prince William and Catherine Middleton attracted 161 million 

viewers—twice the population of the United Kingdom. The birth, public 

presentation, and naming of their son George, an eventual heir to the 

British throne, in 2013 generated international interest. A generation 

earlier, millions of people had watched Lady Diana Spencer marry 

England’s Prince Charles. Princess Diana’s funeral also attracted a 

global audience.

And, of course, think of sports: Billions of people watched at least 

some of the 2016 Summer Olympics held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

Consider the FIFA World Cup (soccer), also held every four years. In 

2006, an estimated 320 million people tuned in to the tournament’s 

final game. This figure almost tripled to 909 million in 2010, and 

more than one billion viewers saw Germany defeat Argentina in the 

2014 final. The World Cup generates huge global interest because it 

truly is a “world series,” with 32 countries and five continents com-

peting. Similarly, the Cricket World Cup, held every four years (most 

recently in 2015), is the world’s third most watched event: Only the 

Summer Olympics and the FIFA World Cup exceed it. The 2015 

Cricket World Cup was televised in over 200 countries, to over 

2.2 billion potential viewers.

It’s rather arrogant to call American baseball’s ultimate champion-

ship “The World Series” when only one non-U.S. team, the Toronto 

Blue Jays, can play in it. (The title dates back to 1903, a time of less 

globalization and more American provincialism.) Baseball is popular 

in the United States (including Puerto Rico), Canada, Japan, Cuba, 

Mexico, Venezuela, and the Dominican Republic. South Korea,  Taiwan, 

and China have professional leagues. Elsewhere the sport has little 

mass appeal.

On the other hand, when we focus on the players in American 

baseball we see a multiethnic world in miniature. With its prominent 

Latino and Japanese players, American baseball appears to be more 

ethnically diverse than American football or basketball. Particularly 

representative of this diversity is the list of finalists for the 2012 Amer-

ican League MVP (Most Valuable Player) award, won by Venezuelan 

Miguel Cabrera of the Detroit Tigers. In second place was New 

 Jersey–born and non-Hispanic Mike Trout (Los Angeles Angels). Third 

and fourth were two more Latinos, Adrian Beltré and Robinson Cano. 

In fifth place came Josh Hamilton, a North Carolinian. The previous 

year’s top five included Jacoby Ellsbury, a registered Native American, 

and Curtis Granderson, an African American. Can you think of a sport 

as ethnically diverse as baseball? What’s the last world event that 

drew your attention?
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essential for anthropologists who examine and in-
terpret skulls, teeth, and bones, whether of living 
humans or of our fossilized ancestors. Paleontolo-
gists are scientists who study fossils. Paleoanthro-
pologists study the fossil record of human 
evolution. Paleoanthropologists often collaborate 
with archaeologists, who study artifacts, in recon-
structing biological and cultural aspects of human 
evolution. Fossils and tools often are found 
 together. Different types of tools provide informa-
tion about the habits, customs, and lifestyles of 
the ancestral humans who used them.

More than a century ago, Charles Darwin no-
ticed that the variety that exists within any popu-
lation permits some individuals (those with the 
favored characteristics) to do better than others at 
surviving and reproducing. Genetics, which de-
veloped after Darwin, enlightens us about the 
causes and transmission of the variety on which 
evolution depends. However, it isn’t just genes 
that cause variety. During any individual’s life-
time, the environment works along with heredity 
to determine biological features. For example, 
people with a genetic tendency to be tall will be 
shorter if they have poor nutrition during child-
hood. Thus, biological anthropology also investi-
gates the influence of environment on the body as 
it grows and matures. Among the environmental 
factors that influence the body as it develops are 
nutrition, altitude, temperature, and disease, as 
well as cultural factors, such as the standards of 
attractiveness that were discussed previously.

Biological anthropology (along with zoology) 
also includes primatology. The primates include 
our closest relatives—apes and monkeys. Prima-
tologists study their biology, evolution, behavior, 
and social life, often in their natural environments. 
Primatology assists paleoanthropology, because 
primate behavior and social organization may shed 
light on early human behavior and human nature.

Linguistic Anthropology
We don’t know (and probably never will know) 
when our ancestors started speaking, although 
biological anthropologists have looked to the 
anatomy of the face and the skull to speculate 
about the origin of language. As well, primatolo-
gists have described the communication systems 
of monkeys and apes. We do know that well- 
developed, grammatically complex languages 

people. In a research project begun in 1973 in 
Tucson, Arizona, archaeologist William Rathje 
has learned about contemporary life by studying 
modern garbage. The value of “garbology,” as 
Rathje calls it, is that it provides “evidence of 
what people did, not what they think they did, 
what they think they should have done, or what 
the interviewer thinks they should have done” 
(Harrison, Rathje, and Hughes 1994, p. 108). 
What people report may contrast strongly with 
their real behavior as revealed by garbology. For 
example, the garbologists discovered that the 
three Tucson neighborhoods that reported the 
lowest beer consumption actually had the highest 
number of discarded beer cans per household 
 (Podolefsky and Brown 1992, p. 100)! Findings 
from garbology also have challenged common 
misconceptions about the kinds and quantities of 
trash found in landfills: While most people 
thought that fast-food containers and disposable 
diapers were major waste problems, they were 
 actually relatively insignificant compared with 
paper (Rathje and Murphy 2001; Zimring 2012).

Biological Anthropology
Biological anthropology is the study of human 
biological diversity through time and as it exists 
in the world today. There are five specialties 
within biological anthropology:

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

2. Human genetics.

3. Human growth and development.

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

5. Primatology (the study of monkeys, apes, 
and other nonhuman primates).

A common thread that runs across all five spe-
cialties is an interest in biological variation among 
humans, including their ancestors and their clos-
est animal relatives (monkeys and apes).

These varied interests link biological anthro-
pology to other fields: biology, zoology, geology, 
anatomy, physiology, medicine, and public health. 
Knowledge of osteology—the study of bones—is 

biological 

anthropology

The study of human 

biological variation 

through time and as it 

exists today.

RECAP 1.2 Ethnography and Ethnology—Two Dimensions of Cultural Anthropology

ETHNOGRAPHY

Requires fieldwork to collect data

Often descriptive

Group/community specific

ETHNOLOGY

Uses data collected by a series of researchers

Usually synthetic

Comparative/cross-cultural
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APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY
What sort of man or woman do you envision when 
you hear the word anthropologist? Although an-
thropologists have been portrayed as quirky and 
eccentric, bearded and bespectacled, anthropol-
ogy is not a science of the exotic carried on by 
quaint scholars in ivory towers. Rather, anthropol-
ogy has a lot to tell the public. Anthropology’s 
foremost professional organization, the American 
Anthropological Association (AAA), has for-
mally acknowledged a public service role by rec-
ognizing that anthropology has two dimensions: 
(1) academic anthropology and (2) practicing, or 
applied, anthropology. The latter refers to the 
application of anthropological data, perspectives, 
theory, and methods to identify, assess, and solve 
contemporary social problems. As American an-
thropologist Erve Chambers (1987, p. 309) has 
stated, applied anthropology is “concerned with 
the relationships between anthropological knowl-
edge and the uses of that knowledge in the world 
beyond anthropology.” More and more anthro-
pologists from the four subfields now work in 
“applied” areas such as public health, family plan-
ning, business, market research, economic devel-
opment, and cultural resource management.

Because of anthropology’s breadth, applied an-
thropology has many applications. For example, 
applied medical anthropologists consider both the 
sociocultural and the biological contexts and im-
plications of disease and illness. Perceptions of 
good and bad health, along with actual health 

have existed for thousands of years. Linguistic 
anthropology offers further illustration of anthro-
pology’s interest in comparison, variation, and 
change. Linguistic anthropology studies lan-
guage in its social and cultural context, through-
out the world and over time. Some linguistic 
anthropologists also make inferences about univer-
sal features of language, linked perhaps to unifor-
mities in the human brain. Others reconstruct 
ancient languages by comparing their contempo-
rary descendants and in so doing make discoveries 
about history. Still others study linguistic differ-
ences to discover varied perceptions and patterns 
of thought in different cultures.

Historical linguistics considers variation over 
time, such as the changes in sounds, grammar, 
and vocabulary between Middle English (spoken 
from approximately 1050 to 1550 C.E.) and mod-
ern English. Sociolinguistics investigates rela-
tionships between social and linguistic variation. 
No language is a homogeneous system in which 
everyone speaks just like everyone else. How do 
different speakers use a given language? How do 
linguistic features correlate with social factors, 
including class and gender differences? One rea-
son for variation is geography, as in regional dia-
lects and accents. Linguistic variation also is 
expressed in the bilingualism of ethnic groups. 
Linguistic and cultural anthropologists collabo-
rate in studying links between language and many 
other aspects of culture, such as how people 
reckon kinship and how they perceive and clas-
sify colors.

linguistic 

anthropology

The study of language 

and linguistic diversity 

in time, space, and 

society.

sociolinguistics

The study of language 

in society.

applied 

anthropology

The use of 

anthropology to solve 

contemporary 

problems.

Anthropological 

archaeologists from 

the University of 

Pennsylvania work to 

stabilize the original 

plaster at an Anasazi 

(Native American) site 

in Colorado’s Mesa 

Verde National Park.
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Anthropology has compiled an impressive body 
of knowledge, which this textbook attempts to 
 encapsulate.

Besides its links to the natural sciences (e.g., 
geology, zoology) and social sciences (e.g., soci-
ology, psychology), anthropology also has strong 
links to the humanities. The humanities include 
English, comparative literature, classics, folklore, 
philosophy, and the arts. These fields study lan-
guages, texts, philosophies, arts, music, perfor-
mances, and other forms of creative expression. 
Ethnomusicology, which studies forms of musical 
expression on a worldwide basis, has close links 
to anthropology. Also linked is folklore, the sys-
tematic study of tales, myths, and legends from a 
variety of cultures. One can make a strong case 
that anthropology is one of the most humanistic of 
all academic fields because of its fundamental re-
spect for human diversity. Anthropologists listen 
to, record, and represent voices from a multitude 
of nations, cultures, times, and places. Anthropol-
ogy values local knowledge, diverse worldviews, 
and alternative philosophies. Cultural anthropol-
ogy and linguistic anthropology in particular 
bring a comparative and nonelitist perspective to 
forms of creative expression, including language, 
art, narratives, music, and dance, viewed in their 
social and cultural context.

Cultural Anthropology  
and Sociology
Sociology is probably the discipline that is closest to 
anthropology, specifically to sociocultural anthro-
pology. Like anthropology (particularly cultural an-
thropology), sociologists study society—consisting 
of human social behavior, social relations, and social 
organization. Key differences between sociology 
and anthropology reflect the kinds of societies tradi-
tionally studied by each discipline. Sociologists typi-
cally have studied contemporary, Western, industrial 
societies. Anthropologists, by contrast, have focused 
on nonindustrial and non-Western societies. Sociol-
ogists and anthropologists developed different meth-
ods to study these different kinds of society. To study 
contemporary Western societies, which tend to be 
large-scale, complex nations, sociologists have re-
lied on surveys and other means of gathering quanti-
fiable data. Sociologists must use sampling and 
statistical techniques to collect and analyze such 
data, and statistical training has been fundamental in 
sociology. Working in much smaller societies, such 
as a village, anthropologists can get to know almost 
everyone and have less need for sampling and statis-
tics. However, because anthropologists today are 
working increasingly in modern nations, use of sam-
pling and statistics is becoming more common.

Traditionally, ethnographers studied small and 
nonliterate (without writing) populations and de-
veloped methods appropriate to that context. An 
ethnographer participates directly in the daily life 
of another culture and must be an attentive, 

threats and problems, differ among societies. Vari-
ous ethnic groups recognize different illnesses, 
symptoms, and causes and have developed differ-
ent health care systems and treatment strategies.

Applied archaeology, usually called public ar-
chaeology, includes such activities as cultural 
 resource management, public educational pro-
grams, and historic preservation. Legislation re-
quiring evaluation of sites threatened by dams, 
highways, and other construction activities has 
created an important role for public archaeology. 
To decide what needs saving, and to preserve sig-
nificant information about the past when sites 
cannot be saved, is the work of cultural resource 
management (CRM). CRM involves not only 
preserving sites but also allowing their destruc-
tion if they are not significant. The management 
part of the term refers to the evaluation and deci-
sion-making process. Cultural resource managers 
work for federal, state, and county agencies and 
other clients. Applied cultural anthropologists 
sometimes work with public archaeologists, as-
sessing the human problems generated by the 
proposed change and determining how they can 
be reduced.

ANTHROPOLOGY AND 
OTHER ACADEMIC FIELDS
As mentioned previously, one of the main differ-
ences between anthropology and the other fields 
that study people is holism, anthropology’s unique 
blend of biological, social, cultural, linguistic, 
historical, and contemporary perspectives. Para-
doxically, while distinguishing anthropology, this 
breadth also is what links it to many other disci-
plines. Techniques used to date fossils and arti-
facts have come to anthropology from physics, 
chemistry, and geology. Because plant and animal 
remains often are found with human bones and 
artifacts, anthropologists collaborate with bota-
nists, zoologists, and paleontologists.

Anthropology is a science—a “systematic 
field of study or body of knowledge that aims, 
through experiment, observation, and deduction, 
to produce reliable explanations of phenomena, 
with reference to the material and physical world” 
(Webster’s New World Encyclopedia 1993, p. 937). 
This book presents anthropology as a humanistic 
science devoted to discovering, describing, under-
standing, appreciating, and explaining similarities 
and differences in time and space among humans 
and our ancestors. Clyde Kluckhohn (1944) de-
scribed anthropology as “the science of human 
similarities and differences” (p. 9). His statement 
of the need for such a field still stands: “Anthro-
pology provides a scientific basis for dealing with 
the crucial dilemma of the world today: how can 
peoples of different appearance, mutually un-
intelligible languages, and dissimilar ways 
of life get along peaceably together?” (p. 9). 

cultural resource 

management

Deciding what needs 

saving when entire 

archaeological sites 

cannot be saved.

science

A field of study that 

seeks reliable 

explanations, with 

reference to the 

material and physical 

world.
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cultural comparison suggests that certain psycho-
logical patterns may indeed be universal. Others 
occur in some but not all societies, while still oth-
ers are confined to one or very few cultures. Psy-
chological anthropology studies cross-cultural 
similarities and differences in psychological traits 
and conditions (see LeVine 2010). During the 
1920s, 1930s, and 1940s several prominent an-
thropologists, including Bronislaw Malinowski 
(1927) and Margaret Mead (1935/1950; 1928/1961) 
described how particular cultures create distinc-
tive adult personality types by inculcating in their 
children specific values, beliefs, and behavior pat-
terns. Anthropologists have provided needed 
cross-cultural perspectives on aspects of develop-
mental and cognitive psychology (Kronenfeld et 
al. 2011; Shore 1996), psychoanalytic interpreta-
tions (Gijswijt-Hofstra et al. 2005; Paul 1989), 
and psychiatric conditions (Gijswijt-Hofstra et al. 
2005; Kleinman 1991).

Anthropologists are familiar, for example, with 
an array of culturally specific syndromes. These 
are patterns of unusual, aberrant, or abnormal be-
havior confined to a single culture or a group of 
related cultures (see Goleman 1995). One exam-
ple is koro, the East Asian term for intense anxiety 
arising from the fear that one’s sexual organs will 
recede into one’s body and cause death. A distinc-
tive Latin American syndrome is susto, or soul 
loss, whose symptoms are extreme sadness, leth-
argy, and listlessness. The victim typically falls 
prey to susto after experiencing a personal trag-
edy, such as the death of a loved one. A milder 

 detailed observer of what people do and say. The 
focus is on a real, living population, not just a 
sample of a population. During ethnographic 
fieldwork, the anthropologist takes part in the 
events she or he is observing, describing, and ana-
lyzing. Anthropology, we might say, is more per-
sonal and less formal than sociology.

In today’s interconnected world, however, the 
interests and methods of anthropology and sociol-
ogy are converging—coming together—because 
they are studying some of the same topics and ar-
eas. For example, many sociologists now work in 
non-Western countries, smaller communities, and 
other settings that used to be mainly within the 
anthropological orbit. As industrialization and ur-
banization have spread across the globe, anthro-
pologists now work increasingly in industrial 
nations and cities, rather than villages. Among the 
many topics studied by contemporary sociocul-
tural anthropologists are rural-urban and transna-
tional (from one country to another) migration, 
urban adaptation, inner-city life, ethnic diversity 
and conflict, crime, and warfare. Anthropologists 
today may be as likely as sociologists are to study 
issues of globalization and inequality.

Anthropology and Psychology
Psychologists, like sociologists, typically do their 
research in only one—their own—society. An-
thropologists know, however, that statements 
about “human” psychology cannot rely solely on 
observations made in a single society. Cross- 
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malady is mal de ojo (“evil eye”), most typically 
found in Mediterranean countries. Symptoms of 
evil eye, which mainly affects children, include 
fitful sleep, crying, sickness, and fever (Goleman 
1995). Western cultures, too, have distinctive psy-
chiatric syndromes, some of which appear now to 
be spreading internationally through globaliza-
tion. This chapter’s “Appreciating Anthropology” 
discusses how one such syndrome, anorexia ner-
vosa, is spreading from the United States and 
Western Europe to other continents.

Like any other cultural anthropologist work-
ing in the 21st century, the student of psycho-
logical anthropology must recognize how local, 
indigenous patterns (psychological–psychiatric, 
in this case) interact with the forces of globaliza-
tion, including the concepts and conditions it is 
spreading.

THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD
Anthropology, remember, is a science, although 
a very humanistic one. Any science aims for reli-
able explanations that predict future occur-
rences. Accurate predictions stand up to tests 
designed to disprove (falsify) them. Scientific 
explanations rely on data, which can come from 
experiments, observation, and other systematic 
procedures. Scientific causes are material, phys-
ical, or natural (e.g., viruses) rather than super-
natural (e.g., ghosts).

Theories, Associations, and 
Explanations
In their 1997 article “Science in Anthropology,” 
Melvin Ember and Carol R. Ember describe how 
scientists strive to improve our understanding of 
the world by hypothesis testing. A hypothesis is a 
proposed explanation for something. Until it is 
tested, it is merely hypothetical. If the test con-
firms the hypothesis, then that explanation is a 
good one. An explanation shows how and why 
one variable causes or is closely associated with 
another variable that we want to explain. An 
 association refers to covariation of variables. Co-
variation means they vary together—when one 
variable changes, the other one also changes. The-
ories provide explanations for associations 
 (Ember and Ember 1997). What exactly is a the-
ory? A theory is a framework of logically con-
nected ideas that helps us explain not just one, but 
many, associations. In other words, the most use-
ful theories cover multiple cases.

We generalize when we say that a change in a 
particular variable usually follows or is usually 
associated with a change in another variable. A 
law is a generalization that applies to and explains 
all instances of an association. An example of a 
law is the statement “water freezes at 32 degrees 

hypothesis

A suggested but as yet 

unverified explanation.

association

An observed 

relationship between 

two or more variables.

theory

A set of ideas 

formulated to explain 

something.

Fahrenheit.” This law states a uniform association 
between two variables: the state of the water 
(whether liquid or ice) and the air temperature. 
We confirm the truth of the statement by repeated 
observations of freezing and by the fact that water 
does not solidify at higher temperatures. The exis-
tence of laws makes the world a more predictable 
place, helping us to understand the past and pre-
dict the future. Yesterday ice formed at 32 degrees 
F, and tomorrow it will still form at 32 degrees F.

The social sciences have few, if any, absolute 
laws of the water-freezing sort. “Laws” in social 
science tend to be imperfect generalizations, and 
explanations in social science tend to be probable 
rather than certain. They usually have exceptions; 
that is, sometimes the explanation does not hold. 
Does that mean such explanations are useless? 
Not at all. Imagine a law that said that water 
freezes at 32 degrees 83 percent of the time. Al-
though we cannot make an exact prediction based 
on such a generalization, it still tells us something 
useful, even if there are exceptions. Most of the 
time, we would predict correctly that water was 
going to freeze. To take a real example from so-
cial science, we can generalize that “conflict tends 
to increase as a group’s population size increases.” 
Even if this statement applies only 83 percent of 
the time, it still is useful. In the social sciences, 
including anthropology, the variables of interest 
only tend to be associated in a predictable way; 
there are always exceptions. Recap 1.3 summa-
rizes the key terms used in this section: association, 
hypothesis, explanation, theory, generalization, 
and law.

Case Study: Explaining the 
Postpartum Taboo
One classic cross-cultural study revealed a strong 
(but not 100 percent) association, or correlation, 
between a sexual restriction and a type of diet. A 
long postpartum sex taboo (a ban on sexual in-
tercourse between husband and wife for a year or 
more after the birth of a child) tended to occur in 
societies where the diet was low in protein 
(Whiting 1964).

This association was confirmed by cross- 
cultural data (ethnographic information from a 
randomly chosen sample of several societies). 
How might one explain why the dependent vari-
able (the thing to be explained, in this case the 
postpartum sex taboo) is related to the predictor 
variable (a low-protein diet). A likely explana-
tion is that, when there is too little protein in their 
diets, babies can develop and die from a protein-
deficiency disease called kwashiorkor. If the 
mother delays her next pregnancy, her current 
baby gets to breast-feed longer, thereby getting 
protein from the mother and enhancing its sur-
vival chances. Having another baby too soon—
forcing early weaning—would jeopardize the 
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RECAP 1.3 Theories and Associations

Key question: How do you explain associations?

ASSOCIATION  A systematic relationship between variables, so that when one variable changes (varies), the 

other does, too (covaries).

 Example: When temperatures fall, water solidifies.

HYPOTHESIS  A proposed explanation for an association; must be tested—may be confirmed or not.

 Example: Conflict will increase along with population size.

EXPLANATION Reasons how and why a particular association exists.

  Example: Gira�es with longer necks have higher rates of survival and more surviving 

o�spring than do shorter-necked gira�es, because they can feed themselves better when 

food is scarce.

THEORY  Explanatory framework of logically interconnected ideas used to explain multiple phenomena.

  Example: Darwinian evolutionary theory used to explain gira�es’ long necks and other 

adaptive features in multiple species.

GENERALIZATION  A statement that change in one variable tends to follow or be associated with change in 

another variable.

  Example: When societies have low-protein diets, they tend to have longer postpartum taboos 

than when the diet is richer in protein.

LAW Generalization that is universally valid.

  Example: When temperature reaches 32 degrees F, water turns from liquid to solid (ice).

survival of the previous one. The postpartum 
taboo thus enhances infant survival. When the 
taboo becomes institutionalized as a cultural 
expectation, people are more likely to comply, 
and less likely to succumb to momentary 
 temptation.

Theories suggest patterns and relationships, 
and they generate additional hypotheses. Based, 
for example, on the theory that the postpartum 
taboo exists because it reduces infant mortality 
when the diet is low in protein, one could hypoth-
esize that changes in the conditions that favor the 
taboo might cause it to disappear. By adopting 
birth control, for instance, families could space 
births without avoiding intercourse. The taboo 
might also disappear if babies started receiving 
protein supplements, which would reduce the 
threat of kwashiorkor.

Recap 1.4 summarizes the main steps in using 
the scientific method. In hypothesis testing, the 
relevant variables should be clearly defined (e.g., 
“height in centimeters” or “weight in kilograms” 
rather than “body size”) and measured reliably. 
The strength and significance of the results 
should be evaluated using legitimate statistical 
methods (Bernard 2011). Scholars should be care-
ful to avoid a common mistake in generalizing—
citing only cases that confirm their hypothesis, 
while ignoring negative ones. The best procedure 
is random selection of cases from a wide sample of 
societies, not all of which are likely to fit the 
 hypothesis.

The name kwashiorkor, for a condition caused by severe 

protein deficiency, comes from a West African word 

meaning “one-two.” Some cultures abruptly wean one 

infant when a second one is born. In today’s world, 

refugees from civil wars, including the Angolan girl shown 

here, are among the most common victims of malnutrition.

© Ton Koene



14 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

Both cultural and biological anthropologists con-

tribute to medical anthropology, a growing field 

of study that examines how and why various 

health conditions a�ect particular populations, 

and how illness is socially constructed, diag-

nosed, managed, and treated in di�erent societ-

ies. Particular cultures and ethnic groups 

recognize di�erent illnesses, symptoms, and 

causes.

Well known to anthropology are culturally 

specific syndromes—health conditions, often 

with a mental-psychological component, that 

are confined to a single culture or a group of 

related cultures. Examples discussed in the 

text include koro (East Asia), susto (Latin 

 America), and “evil eye” (Mediterranean 

 countries). The influential Diagnostic and Sta-

tistical Manual of Mental Disorders published 

by the American Psychiatric Association (2013) 

now recognizes “culture-bound syndromes,” 

another term for these culturally specific 

 syndromes.

In our modern world system, as people mi-

grate, they carry their cultural baggage, includ-

ing their syndromes, with them across national 

boundaries. Today, diagnosticians in Western 

Europe and the United States may encounter 

cases of susto, evil eye, or even koro among re-

cent immigrants. Furthermore, certain syn-

dromes once confined to Western cultures are 

now spreading with globalization. One example 

is anorexia nervosa (food refusal or extreme di-

eting resulting in self-starvation), a syndrome 

once specific to Western industrialized societies 

that has been spreading internationally.

In the early 1990s (as reported by Watters 

2010), Dr. Sing Lee, a Hong Kong-based psychia-

trist and researcher, documented what was, at 

that time, a culturally specific, and very rare, 

form of anorexia nervosa in Hong Kong. Unlike 

American anorexics, Lee’s patients did not worry 

about getting fat. Instead, they re-

duced their food intake in an at-

tempt to fend o� unwanted bodily 

symptoms—most frequently, 

bloated stomachs. Just as Dr. Lee 

started publishing his findings, 

however, the understanding of an-

orexia in Hong Kong suddenly 

shifted, after a teenage anorexic 

girl collapsed and died on a busy 

downtown street. Her death was 

featured prominently in local 

newspapers, with such headlines 

as “Anorexia Made Her All Skin 

and Bones.”

Because anorexia was a rarity 

in Hong Kong at that time, local 

reporters did not know what to 

make of its symptoms. In reporting 

on the girl’s death, many of them 

simply copied from American diag-

nostic manuals, thus spreading the 

idea that anorexia in Hong Kong 

was the same disorder that ex-

isted in the United States and Eu-

rope. As Hong Kongers became 

more familiar with the American 

diagnosis of anorexia, Lee’s 

 patients started mimicking the American symp-

toms, and the incidence of anorexia also in-

creased. Lee’s anorexic patient load rose rapidly, 

from two or three per year to that many per 

month. Eventually Lee concluded that up to 10 

percent of young women in Hong Kong had fallen 

victim to eating disorders. Unlike his earlier pa-

tients, these women—eventually 90 percent of 

them—now cited a fear of getting fat as the key 

reason for not eating (Watters 2010).

Disorders and symptoms, both physical and 

mental, can easily cross national borders in to-

day’s globalized and socially networked world. 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders serves as an increasingly transna-

tional reference and standard. The Western form 

of anorexia surely would not have spread so 

quickly in Hong Kong without modern media. Af-

ter all, it took more than half a century for West-

ern mental health professionals to name, codify, 

and establish their definition of anorexia. By 

contrast, after a single widely reported death on 

a busy downtown street, it took just hours for the 

people of Hong Kong to learn about anorexia 

and its “Western” symptoms (Watters 2010), and 

just months for some of them to begin su�ering 

from the ailment.

Anorexia Goes Global

appreciating ANTHROPOLOGY

In Rome, a poster featuring an emaciated woman (in an advertisement 

for an Italian fashion house) bears the headline “No anorexia.” How 

does anorexia illustrate a culturally specific syndrome?

© Riccardo De Luca/MAXPPP/Newscom
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than with a strictly scientific approach. Many cul-
tural anthropologists prefer to analyze and interpret 
aspects of culture, rather than trying to explain 
them scientifically. Accordingly, anthropological 
approaches that are interpretive, qualitative, and 
humanistic are considered in this book, along with 
those that are quantitative and scientific.

The Value, and Limitations,  
of Science
Science is one way—an excellent way—of under-
standing the world, but it certainly is not the only 
way. Indeed, the work of many prominent anthro-
pologists has more in common with the humanities 

RECAP 1.4 Steps in the Scientific Method

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

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

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

reliable method of contraception.

Get data to test your Use a (random) sample of cross-cultural data (data from several  

hypothesis.  societies; such data sets exist for cross-cultural research).

Devise a way of measuring.  Code societies 1 when they have a postpartum taboo of one year or longer, 

0 when they do not; code 1 when diet is low in protein, 0 when it is not.

Analyze your data.  Notice patterns in the data: Long postpartum taboos generally are 

found in societies with low-protein diets, whereas societies with better 

diets tend to lack those taboos. Use appropriate statistical methods to 

evaluate the strength of these associations.

Draw a conclusion. In most cases, the hypothesis is confirmed.

Derive implications.  Such taboos tend to disappear when diets get better or new 

reproductive technologies become available.

Contribute to larger theory.  Cultural practices can have adaptive value by enhancing the survival of 

o�spring.

for REVIEW

 1. Anthropology is the holistic and comparative 

study of humanity. It is the systematic explora-

tion of human biological and cultural diversity. 

Examining the origins of, and changes in, hu-

man biology and culture, anthropology provides 

explanations for similarities and differences. 

The four subfields of general anthropology are 

sociocultural, archaeological, biological, and 

linguistic. All consider variation in time and 

space. Each also examines adaptation—the pro-

cess by which organisms cope with environmen-

tal stresses.

 2. Cultural forces mold human biology, including 

our body types and images. Societies have par-

ticular standards of physical attractiveness. 

They also have specific ideas about what activi-

ties—for example, various sports—are appro-

priate for males and females.

 3. Cultural anthropology explores the cultural di-

versity of the present and the recent past. An-

thropological archaeology reconstructs cultural 

patterns, often of prehistoric populations. Bio-

logical anthropology documents variety, in-

volving fossils, genetics, growth and 

development, bodily responses, and nonhuman 

primates. Linguistic anthropology considers di-

versity among languages. It also studies how 

speech changes in social situations and over 

time. Anthropology has two dimensions: aca-

demic and applied. Applied anthropology is the 

use of anthropological data, perspectives, the-

ory, and methods to identify, assess, and solve 

contemporary social problems.

 4. Concerns with biology, society, culture, and lan-

guage link anthropology to many other fields—

sciences and humanities. Anthropologists study 

summary



16 PART 1 Introduction to Anthropology

art, music, and literature across cultures. But 

their concern is more with the creative expres-

sions of common people than with arts designed 

for elites. Anthropologists examine creators and 

products in their social context. Sociologists tra-

ditionally study Western industrial societies, 

whereas anthropologists have focused on rural, 

nonindustrial peoples. Psychological anthropol-

ogy views human psychology in the context of 

social and cultural variation.

 5. Ethnologists attempt to identify and explain 

cultural differences and similarities and to build 

theories about how social and cultural systems 

work. Scientists strive to improve understand-

ing by testing hypotheses—suggested explana-

tions. Explanations rely on associations and 

theories. An association is an observed relation-

ship between variables. A theory is an explana-

tory framework capable of explaining many 

associations. The scientific method character-

izes any anthropological endeavor that formu-

lates research questions and gathers or uses 

systematic data to test hypotheses.

anthropological archaeology 6

anthropology 3

applied anthropology 9

association 12

biocultural 4

biological anthropology 8

cultural anthropology 6

cultural resource management 10

culture 3

ethnography 6

ethnology 6

food production 4

general anthropology 4

holistic 3

hypothesis 12

linguistic anthropology 9

science 10

sociolinguistics 9

theory 12

key 
terms

critical 
thinking

 1. How might a biocultural approach help us understand the complex ways in which human populations 

adapt to their environments?

 2. What themes and interests unify the subdisciplines of anthropology? In your answer, refer to historical 

reasons for the unity of anthropology. Are these historical reasons similar in all places where anthropol-

ogy developed as a discipline?

 3. If, as Franz Boas illustrated early on in American anthropology, cultures are not isolated, how can ethnog-

raphy provide an account of a particular community, society, or culture? Note: There is no easy answer to 

this question! Anthropologists continue to deal with it as they define their research questions and projects.

 4. The American Anthropological Association has formally acknowledged a public service role by recog-

nizing that anthropology has two dimensions: (1) academic anthropology and (2) practicing, or applied, 

anthropology. What is applied anthropology? Based on your reading of this chapter, identify examples 

from current events where an anthropologist could help identify, assess, and solve contemporary social 

problems.

 5. In this chapter, we learn that anthropology is a science, although a very humanistic one. What do you 

think this means? What role does hypothesis testing play in structuring anthropological research? What 

are the differences between theories, laws, and hypotheses?



O�erings at a temple in Bali, Indonesia. People learn and share beliefs and behavior as members of cultural groups.

 What is culture 
and why do we 
study it?

 What is the 
relation between 
culture and the 
individual?

 How does culture 
change—
especially with 
globalization?
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WHAT IS CULTURE?
The concept of culture is fundamental in 
anthropology. Well over a century ago, in 
his book Primitive Culture, the British an-
thropologist Sir Edward Tylor proposed 
that cultures—systems of human behavior 

and thought—obey natural laws and there-
fore can be studied scientifically. Tylor’s 
definition of culture still offers an over-
view of the subject matter of anthropology, 
and it is widely quoted: “Culture . . . is that 
complex whole which includes knowledge, 
belief, arts, morals, law, custom, and any 

understanding OURSELVES

H
ow special are you? To what extent 

are you “your own person” and to 

what extent are you a product of 

your particular culture? How much 

does your cultural background influence your 

actions and decisions? Americans may not fully 

appreciate the power of culture because of the 

value their culture assigns to “the individual.” 

Americans like to regard everyone as unique in 

some way. Yet individualism itself is a distinc-

tive shared value, a feature of American cul-

ture, transmitted constantly in our daily lives. 

In the media, count how many stories focus on 

individuals versus groups. Agents of encultura-

tion ranging from TV personalities to our par-

ents, grandparents, and teachers, constantly 

insist that we all are “someone special.” That 

we are individuals first and members of groups 

second is the opposite of this chapter’s lesson 

about culture. To be sure, we have distinctive 

features because we are individuals, but we 

have other distinct attributes because we 

belong to cultural groups.

For example, a comparison of the United 

States with Brazil, Italy, or virtually any Latin 

nation reveals striking contrasts between a 

national culture (American) that discourages 

physical a�ection and national cultures in 

which the opposite is true. Brazilians touch, 

embrace, and kiss one another much more fre-

quently than North Americans do. Such behav-

ior reflects years of exposure to particular 

cultural traditions. Middle-class Brazilians 

teach their kids—both boys and girls—to kiss 

(on the cheek, two or three times, coming and 

going) every adult relative they see. Given the 

size of Brazilian extended families, this can 

mean hundreds of people. Women continue 

kissing all those people throughout their lives. 

Until they are adolescents, boys kiss all adult 

relatives. Men typically continue to kiss female 

relatives and friends, as well as their fathers 

and uncles, throughout their lives.

Do you kiss your father? Your uncle? Your 

grandfather? How about your mother, aunt, or 

grandmother? The answers to these questions 

may di�er between men and women, and for 

male and female relatives. Culture can help us 

to make sense of these di�erences. In America, 

a cultural homophobia (fear of homosexuality) 

may prevent American men from engaging in 

displays of a�ection with other men; similarly, 

American girls typically are encouraged to 

show a�ection, while American boys typically 

are not. It’s important to note that these cultural 

explanations rely upon example and expecta-

tion, and that no cultural trait exists because it 

is natural or right. Ethnocentrism is the error of 

viewing one’s own culture as superior and 

applying one’s own cultural values in judging 

people from other cultures. How easy is it for 

you to see beyond the ethnocentric blinders of 

your own experience? Do you have an ethno-

centric position regarding displays of a�ection?
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conscious and unconscious behavior modifica-
tion. No one tells Latins to stand closer together 
than North Americans do, but they learn to do so 
anyway as part of their cultural tradition.

Anthropologists agree that cultural learning is 
uniquely elaborated among humans and that all hu-
mans have culture. Anthropologists also agree that 
although individuals differ in their emotional and 
intellectual tendencies and capacities, all human 
populations have equivalent capacities for culture. 
Regardless of their genes or their physical appear-
ance, people can learn any cultural tradition.

To understand this point, consider that contem-
porary North Americans are the genetically mixed 
descendants of people from all over the world. 
Our ancestors lived in different countries and 
 continent and participated in hundreds of cultural 
traditions. However, early colonists, later immi-
grants and their descendants have all become ac-
tive participants in American or Canadian life. All 
now share a national culture.

Culture Is Symbolic
Symbolic thought is unique and crucial to humans 
and to cultural learning. Anthropologist Leslie 
White defined culture as

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

For White, culture originated when our ances-
tors acquired the ability to use symbols, that is, to 
originate and bestow meaning on a thing or an 
event, and, correspondingly, to grasp and appreci-
ate such meanings (White 1959, p. 3).

A symbol is something verbal or nonverbal, 
within a particular language or culture, that comes 
to stand for something else. There is no obvious, 
natural, or necessary connection between the 
symbol and the thing that it symbolizes. A pet that 
barks is no more naturally a dog than a chien, 
Hund, or mbwa, to use the words for the animal 
we call “dog” in French, German, and Swahili. 
Language is one of the distinctive possessions of 
Homo sapiens. No other animal has developed 
anything approaching the complexity of language.

There also is a rich array of nonverbal sym-
bols. Flags, for example, stand for countries, as 
arches do for a hamburger chain. Holy water is a 
potent symbol in Roman Catholicism. As is true 
of all symbols, the association between water and 
what it stands for (holiness) is arbitrary and con-
ventional. Water is not intrinsically holier than 
milk, blood, or other natural liquids. Nor is holy 
water chemically different from ordinary water. 
Holy water is a symbol within Roman Catholi-
cism, which is part of an international cultural 
system. A natural thing has been arbitrarily asso-
ciated with a particular meaning for Catholics, 

other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 
member of society” (Tylor 1871/1958, p. 1). The 
crucial phrase here is “acquired . . . as a member 
of society.” Tylor’s definition focuses on attri-
butes that people acquire not through biological 
inheritance but by growing up in a particular soci-
ety where they are exposed to a specific cultural 
tradition. Enculturation is the process by which a 
child learns his or her culture.

Culture Is Learned
The ease with which children absorb any cultural 
tradition rests on the uniquely elaborated human 
capacity to learn. Other animals may learn from 
experience; for example, they avoid fire after dis-
covering that it hurts. Social animals also learn 
from other members of their group. Wolves, for 
instance, learn hunting strategies from other pack 
members. Such social learning is particularly im-
portant among monkeys and apes, our closest bio-
logical relatives. But our own cultural learning 
depends on the uniquely developed human capac-
ity to use symbols, signs that have no necessary or 
natural connection to the things they signify or for 
which they stand.

On the basis of cultural learning, people create, 
remember, and deal with ideas. They grasp and 
apply specific systems of symbolic meaning. 
 Anthropologist Clifford Geertz defines culture as 
ideas based on cultural learning and symbols. Cul-
tures have been characterized as sets of “control 
mechanisms—plans, recipes, rules, instructions, 
what computer engineers call programs for the 
governing of behavior” (Geertz 1973, p. 44). We 
absorb these programs through enculturation in a 
particular tradition. People gradually internalize a 
previously established system of meanings and 
symbols. This cultural system helps them define 
their world, express their feelings, and make their 
judgments. Our culture helps guide our behavior 
and perceptions throughout our lives.

Every person begins immediately, through a 
process of conscious and unconscious learning 
and interaction with others, to internalize, or in-
corporate, a cultural tradition through the process 
of enculturation. Sometimes culture is taught di-
rectly, as when parents tell their children to say 
“thank you” when someone gives them something 
or does them a favor.

We also acquire culture through observation. 
Children pay attention to the things that go on 
around them. They modify their behavior not only 
because other people tell them to do so, but also 
because of their own observations and growing 
awareness of what their culture considers right 
and wrong. Many aspects of culture are absorbed 
unconsciously. North Americans acquire their 
culture’s notions about how far apart people 
should stand when they talk not by being told di-
rectly to maintain a certain distance but through a 
gradual process of observation, experience, and 

enculturation

The process by which 

culture is learned and 

transmitted across the 

generations.

symbol

Something, verbal or 

nonverbal, that stands 

for something else.
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in North America, they absorbed certain values 
and beliefs transmitted over the generations. People 
become agents in the enculturation of their chil-
dren, just as their parents were for them. Although 
a culture constantly changes, certain fundamental 
beliefs, values, worldviews, and child-rearing prac-
tices endure. One example of enduring shared 
 enculturation is the American emphasis on self- 
reliance and independent achievement.

Despite characteristic American notions that 
people should “make up their own minds” and 
“have a right to their opinion,” little of what we 
think is original or unique. We share our opinions 
and beliefs with many other people—nowadays 
not just in person but also via new media. Think 
about how often (and with whom) you share in-
formation or an opinion via texting, Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter. Illustrating the power of 
shared cultural background, we are most likely to 
agree with and feel comfortable with people who 
are socially, economically, and culturally similar 
to ourselves. This is one reason Americans abroad 
tend to socialize with each other, just as French 
and British colonials did in their overseas em-
pires. Birds of a feather flock together, but for 
people, the familiar plumage is culture.

Culture and Nature
Culture takes the natural biological urges we 
share with other animals and teaches us how to 
express them in particular ways. People have to 
eat, but culture teaches us what, when, and how. 
In many cultures, people have their main meal at 

who share common beliefs and experiences that 
are based on learning and that are transmitted 
across the generations. Our cultures immerse us in 
a world of symbols that are both linguistic and 
nonverbal. Particular items and brands of cloth-
ing, such as jeans, shirts, or shoes, can acquire 
symbolic meanings, as can our gestures, posture, 
and body decoration and ornamentation.

For hundreds of thousands of years, humans 
have possessed the abilities on which culture 
rests. These abilities are to learn, to think sym-
bolically, to manipulate language, and to use tools 
and other cultural products in organizing their 
lives and coping with their environments. Every 
contemporary human population has the ability to 
use symbols and thus to create and maintain 
 culture. Our nearest relatives—chimpanzees and 
gorillas—have rudimentary cultural abilities. No 
other animal, however, has elaborated cultural 
abilities—to learn, to communicate, and to store, 
process, and use information—to the extent that 
Homo has.

Culture Is Shared
Culture is an attribute not of individuals per se but 
of individuals as members of groups. Culture is 
transmitted in society. We learn our culture by ob-
serving, listening, talking, and interacting with 
many other people. Shared beliefs, values, memo-
ries, and expectations link people who grow up in 
the same culture. Enculturation unifies people by 
providing us with common experiences. Today’s 
parents were yesterday’s children. If they grew up 

Some symbols are 

linguistic. Others are 

nonverbal, such as 

flags, which stand 

for countries. Here, 

colorful flags of 

several nations wave 

in front of the United 

Nations building in 

New York City.
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domestic careers as homemakers and mothers. 
Since then, an increasing number of American 
women, including wives and mothers, have en-
tered the workforce. Only 32 percent of married 
American women worked outside the home in 
1960, compared to about 60 percent today.

Economic changes have social repercussions. 
Attitudes and behavior about marriage, family, 
and children have changed. Late marriage, “living 
together,” and divorce have become common-
place. Work competes with marriage and family 
responsibilities and reduces the time available to 
invest in child care.

Cultures are integrated not simply by their 
dominant economic activities and related social 

noon, but most North Americans prefer a large 
dinner. English people may eat fish for breakfast, 
while North Americans may prefer hot cakes and 
cold cereals. Brazilians put hot milk into strong 
coffee, whereas North Americans pour cold milk 
into a weaker brew. Midwesterners dine at 5 or 
6 P.M., Spaniards at 10 P.M.

Culture molds “human nature” in many direc-
tions. People have to eliminate wastes from their 
bodies. But some cultures teach people to defe-
cate squatting, while others tell them to do it sit-
ting down. A generation ago, in Paris and other 
French cities, it was customary for men to urinate 
almost publicly, and seemingly without embar-
rassment, in barely shielded pissoirs located on 
city streets. Our “bathroom” habits, including 
waste elimination, bathing, and dental care, are 
parts of cultural traditions that have converted 
natural acts into cultural customs.

Our culture—and cultural changes—affect the 
ways in which we perceive nature, human nature, 
and “the natural.” Through science, invention, and 
discovery, cultural advances have overcome many 
“natural” limitations. We prevent and cure dis-
eases, such as polio and smallpox, that felled our 
ancestors. We can use pills to restore and enhance 
sexual potency. Through cloning, scientists have 
altered the way we think about biological identity 
and the meaning of life itself. Culture, of course, 
has not freed us from natural disasters. Hur-
ricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, and other natural 
forces regularly challenge our efforts to modify 
the environment through building, development, 
and expansion.

Culture Is All-Encompassing
For anthropologists, culture includes much more 
than refinement, taste, sophistication, education, 
and appreciation of the fine arts. Not only college 
graduates but all people are “cultured.” The most 
interesting and significant cultural forces are those 
that affect people every day of their lives, particu-
larly those that influence children during encul-
turation. Culture, as defined anthropologically, 
encompasses features that sometimes are consid-
ered trivial or unworthy of serious study, such as 
“popular” culture. To understand contemporary 
North American culture, however, we must con-
sider social media, cell phones, the Internet, televi-
sion, fast-food restaurants, sports, and games. As a 
cultural manifestation, a rock star may be as inter-
esting as a symphony conductor, a comic book as 
significant as a book-award winner.

Culture Is Integrated
Cultures are not haphazard collections of customs 
and beliefs. Cultures are integrated, patterned sys-
tems. If one part of the system (e.g., the economy) 
changes, other parts also change. For example, 
during the 1950s, most American women planned 

Cultures are integrated systems. When one behavior pattern changes, others also 

change. During the 1950s, most American women expected to have careers as wives, 

mothers, and domestic managers. As more and more women have entered the 

workforce, attitudes toward work and family have changed. In the earlier photo, a 1950s 

mom and kids do the dishes. In the recent photo, a doctor and two nurses examine a 

patient’s record. What do you imagine these three women do when they get home?

Top: © William Gottlieb/Corbis; bottom: © Tom Tracy Photography/Alamy Stock Photo
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the archaeological record. Tool making by our dis-
tant ancestors may extend even farther back, based 
on observations of tool manufacture by chimpan-
zees in their natural habitats (Mercader et al. 2002).

Similarities between humans and apes, our 
closest relatives, are evident in anatomy, brain 
structure, genetics, and biochemistry. Most 
closely related to us are the African great apes: 
chimpanzees and gorillas. Hominidae is the zoo-
logical family that includes fossil and living hu-
mans. Also included as hominids are chimps and 
gorillas. The term hominins is used for the group 
that leads to humans but not to chimps and goril-
las and that encompasses all the human species 
that ever have existed.

Many human traits reflect the fact that our pri-
mate ancestors lived in the trees. These traits in-
clude grasping ability and manual dexterity 
(especially opposable thumbs), depth and color 
vision, learning ability based on a large brain, 
substantial parental investment in a limited num-
ber of offspring, and tendencies toward sociality 
and cooperation. Like other primates, humans 
have flexible, five-fingered hands and opposable 
thumbs: Each thumb can touch all the other fin-
gers on the same hand. Like monkeys and apes, 
humans also have excellent depth and color vi-
sion. Our eyes are located forward in the skull and 
look directly ahead, so that their fields of vision 
overlap. Depth perception, impossible without 
overlapping visual fields, proved adaptive—for 
judging distance, for example—in the trees. Hav-
ing color and depth vision also facilitates the 
identification of various food sources, as well as 
mutual grooming, picking out burrs, insects, and 
other small objects from hair. Such grooming is 
one way of forming and maintaining social bonds.

The combination of manual dexterity and 
depth perception allows monkeys, apes, and hu-
mans to pick up small objects, hold them in front 
of their eyes, and appraise them. Our ability to 
thread a needle reflects an intricate interplay of 
hands and eyes that took millions of years of pri-
mate evolution to achieve. Such dexterity, includ-
ing the opposable thumb, confers a tremendous 
advantage in manipulating objects and is essential 
to a major human adaptive capacity: toolmaking. 
In primates, and especially in humans, the ratio of 
brain size to body size exceeds that of most mam-
mals. Even more important, the brain’s outer 
layer—concerned with memory, association, and 
integration—is relatively larger. Monkeys, apes, 
and humans store an array of images in their 
memories, which permits them to learn more. 
Such a capacity for learning is a tremendous adap-
tive advantage. Like most other primates, humans 
usually give birth to a single offspring rather than 
a litter. Receiving greater parental attention, that 
one infant has enhanced learning opportunities. 
The need for longer and more attentive care of off-
spring places a selective value on support by a so-
cial group. Humans have developed considerably 

hominid

Member of hominid 

family; any fossil or 

living human, chimp, or 

gorilla.

hominins

Hominids excluding the 

African apes; all the 

human species that 

ever have existed.

patterns but also by sets of values, ideas, symbols, 
and judgments. Cultures train their individual 
members to share certain personality traits. A set 
of core values (key, basic, or central values) inte-
grates each culture and helps distinguish it from 
others. For instance, the work ethic and individu-
alism are core values that have integrated Ameri-
can culture for generations. Different sets of 
dominant values exist in other cultures.

Culture Is Instrumental, 
Adaptive, and Maladaptive
Culture is the main reason for human adaptability 
and success. Other animals rely on biological 
means of adaptation (such as fur or blubber, which 
are adaptations to cold). Humans also adapt  
biologically—for example, by shivering when we 
get cold or sweating when we get hot. People, 
however, also have cultural ways of adapting. To 
cope with environmental stresses we habitually 
use technology, or tools. We hunt cold-adapted 
animals and use their fur coats as our own. We turn 
the thermostat up in the winter and down in the 
summer. Or we plan action to increase our com-
fort. We have a cold drink, jump in a pool, or travel 
to someplace cooler in the summer or warmer in 
the winter. People use culture instrumentally, that 
is, to fulfill their basic biological needs for food, 
drink, shelter, comfort, and reproduction.

People also use culture to fulfill psychological 
and emotional needs, such as friendship, compan-
ionship, approval, and sexual desirability. People 
seek informal support—help from people who 
care about them—as well as formal support from 
associations and institutions. To these ends, indi-
viduals cultivate ties with others based on com-
mon experiences, political interests, aesthetic 
sensibilities, or personal attraction. Increasingly, 
people use such Internet platforms as Facebook, 
Google+, and LinkedIn to create and maintain 
 social or professional connections.

On one level, cultural traits (e.g., air condition-
ing) are adaptive because they help individuals 
cope with environmental stresses. On a different 
level, however, such traits can also be maladap-
tive. For example, emissions from our machines 
have environmental effects that can harm humans 
and other life forms. Many modern cultural pat-
terns may be maladaptive in the long run. Exam-
ples of maladaptive aspects of culture include 
policies that encourage overpopulation, poor 
food-distribution systems, overconsumption, and 
environmental degradation.

CULTURE’S EVOLUTIONARY 
BASIS
The human capacity for culture has an evolutionary 
basis that extends back perhaps 3 million years, 
date of the earliest evidence of tool manufacture in 

core values

Key, basic, or central 

values that integrate a 

culture.
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use of tools and 
weapons against 
predators and com-
petitors.

The apes have 
other abilities essen-
tial to culture. Wild 
chimps and orangs 
aim and throw ob-
jects. Gorillas build 
nests, and they throw 
branches, grass, vines, and 
other objects. Hominins 
have elaborated the capacity to 
aim and throw, without which 
we  never would have developed 
projectile technology and 
 weaponry—or baseball.

As with toolmaking, anthropolo-
gists used to regard hunting as a dis-
tinctive human activity not shared with the 
apes. Again, however, primate research shows 
that other primates, especially chimpanzees, are 
habitual hunters. For example, in Uganda’s 
Kibale National Park chimps form large hunting 
parties, including an average of 26 individuals 
(adult and adolescent males). Most hunts (78 per-
cent) result in at least one prey item being 
caught—a much higher success rate than that 
among lions (26 percent), hyenas (34 percent), or 
cheetahs (30 percent). Chimps’ favored prey there 
is the red colobus monkey (Mitani et al. 2012).

It is likely that human ancestors were doing 
some hunting by at least 3 million years ago, based 
on the existence of early stone tools designed to 
cut meat. Given our current understanding of 
chimp hunting and toolmaking, we can infer that 
hominids may have been hunting much earlier 
than the first archaeological evidence attests. Be-
cause chimps typically devour the monkeys they 
kill, leaving few remains, we may never find ar-
chaeological evidence for the first hominin hunt, 
especially if it proceeded without stone tools.

How We Differ from  
Other Primates
Although chimps often share meat from a hunt, 
apes and monkeys (except for nursing infants) 
tend to feed themselves individually. Cooperation 
and sharing are much more characteristic of 
 humans. Until fairly recently (12,000 to 10,000 
years ago), all humans were hunter-gatherers 
who lived in small groups called bands. In some 
world areas, the hunter-gatherer way of life per-
sisted into recent times, permitting study by eth-
nographers. In such societies, men and women 
take resources back to the camp and share them. 
Everyone shares the meat from a large animal. 
Nourished and protected by younger band mem-
bers, elders live past reproductive age and are re-
spected for their knowledge and experience. 

the primate tendency to be social animals, living 
and interacting regularly with other members of 
their species.

What We Share with  
Other Primates
There is a substantial gap between primate society 
(organized life in groups) and fully developed hu-
man culture, which is based on symbolic thought. 
Nevertheless, studies of nonhuman primates re-
veal many similarities with humans, such as the 
ability to learn from experience and change be-
havior as a result. Apes and monkeys, like hu-
mans, learn throughout their lives. In one group of 
Japanese macaques (land-dwelling monkeys), for 
example, a 3-year-old female started washing 
sweet potatoes before she ate them. First her 
mother, then her age peers, and finally the entire 
troop began washing sweet potatoes as well. The 
ability to benefit from experience confers a tre-
mendous adaptive advantage, permitting the 
avoidance of fatal mistakes. Faced with environ-
mental change, humans and other primates don’t 
have to wait for a genetic or physiological re-
sponse. They can modify learned behavior and 
social patterns instead.

Although humans do employ tools much more 
than any other animal does, tool use also turns up 
among several nonhuman species, including 
birds, beavers, sea otters, and especially apes (see 
Campbell 2011). Nor are humans the only ani-
mals that make tools with a specific purpose in 
mind. Chimpanzees living in the Tai forest of 
Ivory Coast make and use stone tools to break 
open hard, golf-ball-sized nuts (Mercader,  Panger, 
and Boesch 2002). At specific sites, the chimps 
gather nuts, place them on stumps or flat rocks, 
which are used as anvils, and pound the nuts with 
heavy stones. The chimps must select hammer 
stones suited to smashing the nuts and carry them 
to where the nut trees grow. Nut cracking is a 
learned skill, with mothers showing their young 
how to do it.

In 1960, Jane Goodall began observing wild 
chimps—including their tool use and hunting be-
havior—at Gombe Stream National Park in Tan-
zania, East Africa (see Goodall 2010). The most 
studied form of ape toolmaking involves “termit-
ing,” in which chimps make tools to probe termite 
hills. They choose twigs, which they modify by 
removing leaves and peeling off bark to expose 
the underlying sticky surface. They carry the 
twigs to termite hills, dig holes with their fingers, 
and insert the twigs. Finally, they pull out the 
twigs and dine on termites that have been attracted 
to the sticky surface. Given what we know about 
ape tool use and manufacture, it is almost certain 
that early hominins shared this ability, although 
the first evidence for hominin stone toolmaking 
dates back only about 3 million years. Upright bi-
pedalism would have permitted the  carrying and 
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UNIVERSALITY, 
GENERALITY, AND 
PARTICULARITY
In studying human diversity in time and space, 
anthropologists distinguish among the universal, 
the generalized, and the particular. Certain bio-
logical, psychological, social, and cultural fea-
tures are universal, found in every culture. Others 
are merely generalities, common to several but 
not all human groups. Still other traits are partic-
ularities, unique to certain cultural traditions.

Universals and Generalities
Biologically based universals include a long pe-
riod of infant dependency, year-round (rather than 
seasonal) sexuality, and a complex brain that en-
ables us to use symbols, languages, and tools. 
Among the social universals is life in groups and 
in some kind of family. Generalities occur in cer-
tain times and places but not in all cultures. They 
may be widespread, but they are not universal. 
One cultural generality that is present in many but 
not all societies is the nuclear family, a kinship 
group consisting of parents and children. Many 
middle-class Americans still view the “tradi-
tional” nuclear family, consisting of a married 
man and woman and their children, as a proper 
and “natural” group. This view persists despite 
the fact that nuclear families now comprise only 
20 percent of contemporary American house-
holds. Cross-culturally, too, this kind of “tradi-
tional” family is far from universal. Consider the 
Nayars, who live on the Malabar Coast of India. 
Traditionally, the Nayars lived in female-headed 
households, and husbands and wives did not live 
together. In many other societies, the nuclear fam-
ily is submerged in larger kin groups, such as ex-
tended families, lineages, and clans.

Societies can share the same beliefs and cus-
toms because of borrowing or through (cultural) 
inheritance from a common cultural ancestor. 

universal

Something that exists in 

every culture.

generality

Culture pattern or trait 

that exists in some but 

not all societies.

particularity

Distinctive or unique 

culture trait, pattern, or 

integration.

Humans are among the most cooperative of the 
primates—in the food quest and other social ac-
tivities. In addition, the amount of information 
stored in a human band is far greater than that in 
any other primate group.

Another difference between humans and other 
primates involves mating. Among baboons and 
chimps, most mating occurs when females enter 
estrus, during which they ovulate. In estrus, the 
vaginal area swells and reddens, and receptive fe-
males form temporary bonds with, and mate with, 
males. Human females, by contrast, lack a visible 
estrus cycle, and their ovulation is concealed. Not 
knowing when ovulation is occurring, humans 
maximize their reproductive success by mating 
throughout the year. Human pair bonds for mating 
are more exclusive and more durable than are 
those of chimps. Related to our more constant 
sexuality, all human societies have some form of 
marriage. Marriage gives mating a reliable basis 
and grants to each spouse special, though not al-
ways exclusive, sexual rights to the other.

Marriage creates another major contrast be-
tween humans and nonhuman primates: exog-
amy and kinship systems. Most cultures have 
rules of exogamy requiring marriage outside 
one’s kin or local group. Coupled with the recog-
nition of kinship, exogamy confers adaptive ad-
vantages. It creates ties between the spouses’ 
different groups of origin. Their children have 
relatives, and therefore allies, in two kin groups 
rather than just one. The key point here is that 
ties of affection and mutual support between 
members of different local groups tend to be ab-
sent among primates other than Homo. Other 
primates tend to disperse at adolescence. Among 
chimps and gorillas, females tend to migrate, 
seeking mates in other groups. Humans also 
choose mates from outside the natal group, and 
usually at least one spouse moves. However, hu-
mans maintain lifelong ties with sons and daugh-
ters. The systems of kinship and marriage that 
preserve these links provide a major contrast be-
tween humans and other primates.

These two photos show di�erent forms of tool use by chimps. Liberian chimps, like the one on the left, use hammer 

stones to crack palm nuts. On the right, chimps use prepared twigs to “fish” for termites from an ant hill.

Left: © Clive Bromhall/Oxford Scientific/Getty Images; right: © Stan Osolinski/Oxford Scientific/Getty Images
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The marriage ceremony there is a minor event that 
brings together just the couple and a few close rela-
tives. However, a funeral is a measure of the de-
ceased person’s social position and lifetime 
achievement, and it may attract a thousand people. 
Why use money on a house, the Betsileo say, when 
one can use it on the tomb where one will spend 
eternity in the company of dead relatives? How un-
like contemporary Americans’ dreams of home 
ownership and preference for quick and inexpensive 
funerals. Cremation, an increasingly common op-
tion in the United States (see Sack 2011), would 
horrify the Betsileo, for whom ancestral bones and 
relics are important ritual objects.

Speaking English is a generality shared by North 
Americans and Australians because both coun-
tries had English settlers. Another reason for gen-
eralities is domination, as in colonial rule, when a 
more powerful nation imposes its customs and 
procedures on another group. In many countries, 
use of the English language reflects colonial his-
tory. More recently, English has spread through 
diffusion (cultural borrowing) to many other 
countries, as it has become the world’s foremost 
language for business, travel, and the Internet.

Particularity: Patterns of Culture
A cultural particularity is a trait or feature of culture 
that is not generalized or widespread; rather, it is 
confined to a single place, culture, or society. Yet 
because of cultural borrowing and exchanges, 
which have accelerated with globalization, traits 
that once were limited in their distribution have be-
come more widespread. Traits that are useful, that 
have the capacity to please large audiences, and that 
don’t clash with the cultural values of potential 
adopters are more likely to spread than others are. 
Nevertheless, certain cultural particularities persist. 
One example is a particular food dish (e.g., pork 
barbeque with a mustard-based sauce available in 
South Carolina, or the pastie—beef stew baked in 
pie dough—characteristic of Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula). Besides diffusion, which, for example, 
has spread McDonald’s food outlets, once confined 
to San Bernardino, California, across the globe, 
there are other reasons cultural particularities are 
increasingly rare. Many cultural traits are shared as 
cultural universals because of independent inven-
tion. Facing similar problems, people in different 
places have come up with similar solutions.

At the level of the individual cultural trait or ele-
ment (e.g., bow and arrow, hot dog, HBO), particu-
larities may be getting rarer. At a higher level, 
however, particularity is more obvious. Different 
cultures emphasize different things. Cultures are 
integrated and patterned differently and display 
tremendous variation and diversity. When cultural 
traits are borrowed, they are modified to fit the cul-
ture that adopts them. They are reintegrated— 
patterned anew—to fit their new setting. The 
television show Big Brother in Germany or Brazil 
isn’t at all the same thing as Big Brother in the United 
States. As was stated in the section “Culture Is Inte-
grated,” patterned beliefs, customs, and practices 
lend distinctiveness to particular cultural traditions.

Consider universal life-cycle events, such as 
birth, puberty, marriage, parenthood, and death, 
which many cultures observe and celebrate. The oc-
casions (e.g., marriage, death) may be the same and 
universal, but the patterns of ceremonial observance 
may be dramatically different. Cultures vary in just 
which events merit special celebration. Americans, 
for example, regard expensive weddings as more 
socially appropriate than lavish funerals. However, 
the Betsileo of Madagascar take the opposite view. 

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

parenthood, and death. But particular cultures di�er as to which events merit special 

celebration and in the emotions expressed during their rituals. Compare the wedding 

party (top) in Bali, Indonesia, with the funeral (bottom) among the Tanala of eastern 

Madagascar. How would you describe the emotions suggested by the photos?

Top: © Hideo Haga/HAGA/The Image Works; bottom: © Carl D. Walsh/Aurora Photos
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 culture by converting their private (and often di-
vergent) understandings into public expressions.

Conventionally, culture has been seen as social 
glue transmitted across the generations, binding 
people through their common past, rather than as 
something being continually created and reworked 
in the present. The tendency to view culture as an 
entity rather than a process is changing. Contem-
porary anthropologists now emphasize how day-
to-day action, practice, or resistance can make and 
remake culture (Gupta and Ferguson 1997b). 
Agency refers to the actions that individuals take, 
both alone and in groups, in forming and trans-
forming cultural identities.

The approach to culture known as practice 
theory (Ortner 1984) recognizes that individuals 
within a society or culture have diverse motives 
and intentions and different degrees of power and 
influence. Such contrasts may be associated with 
gender, age, ethnicity, class, and other social vari-
ables. Practice theory focuses on how such varied 
individuals—through their ordinary and extraor-
dinary actions and practices—manage to influ-
ence, create, and transform the world they live in. 
Practice theory appropriately recognizes a recip-
rocal relation between culture (the system) and 
the individual. The system shapes the way indi-
viduals experience and respond to external events, 
but individuals also play an active role in the way 
society functions and changes. Practice theory 
recognizes both constraints on individuals and the 
flexibility and changeability of cultures and social 
systems.

Levels of Culture
We can distinguish levels of culture, which vary in 
their membership and geographic extent. National 
culture refers to those beliefs, learned behavior 
patterns, values, and institutions shared by citizens 
of the same nation. International culture is the 
term for cultural traditions that extend beyond and 
across national boundaries. Because culture is 
transmitted through learning rather than geneti-
cally, cultural traits can spread through borrowing, 
or diffusion, from one group to another.

Many cultural traits and patterns have become 
international in scope. For example, Roman Cath-
olics in many different countries share beliefs, 
symbols, experiences, and values transmitted by 
their church. The contemporary United States, 
Canada, Great Britain, and Australia share cul-
tural traits they have inherited from their common 
linguistic and cultural ancestors in Great Britain. 
The World Cup is an international cultural event, 
as people in many countries know the rules of, 
play, and follow soccer.

Cultures also can be smaller than nations. Al-
though people who live in the same country par-
take in a national cultural tradition, all nations 
also contain diversity. Individuals, families, com-
munities, regions, classes, and other groups within 

national culture

Cultural features shared 

by citizens of the same 

nation.

international culture

Cultural traditions that 

extend beyond national 

boundaries.

Cultures vary tremendously in their beliefs, 
practices, integration, and patterning. By focusing 
on and trying to explain alternative customs, an-
thropology forces us to reappraise our familiar 
ways of thinking. In a world full of cultural diver-
sity, contemporary American culture is just one 
cultural variant, more powerful perhaps, but no 
more natural, than the others.

CULTURE AND THE 
INDIVIDUAL: AGENCY  
AND PRACTICE
Generations of anthropologists have theorized 
about the relationship between the “system,” on 
the one hand, and the “person” or “individual,” on 
the other. The “system” can refer to various con-
cepts, including culture, society, social relations, 
and social structure. Individual human beings 
make up, or constitute, the system. Living within 
that system, humans also are constrained (to some 
extent, at least) by its rules and by the actions of 
other individuals. Cultural rules provide guidance 
about what to do and how to do it, but people 
don’t always do what the rules say should be done. 
People use their culture actively and creatively, 
rather than blindly following its dictates. Humans 
are not passive beings who are doomed to follow 
their cultural traditions like programmed robots. 
Instead, people learn, interpret, and manipulate 
the same rules in different ways—or they empha-
size different rules that better suit their interests. 
Culture is contested: Different groups in society 
struggle with one another over whose ideas, val-
ues, goals, and beliefs will prevail. Even common 
symbols may have radically different meanings to 
different individuals and groups in the same cul-
ture. Golden arches may cause one person to sali-
vate, while another person plots a vegetarian 
protest. Different people may wave the same flag 
to support or to oppose a particular war.

Even when they agree about what should and 
should not be done, people don’t always do as 
their culture directs or as other people expect. 
Many rules are violated, some very often (e.g., 
automobile speed limits). Some anthropologists 
find it useful to distinguish between ideal culture 
and real culture. The ideal culture consists of 
what people say they should do and what they 
say  they do. Real culture refers to their actual 
 behavior as observed by the anthropologist.

Culture is both public and individual, both in 
the world and in people’s minds. Anthropologists 
are interested not only in public and collective be-
havior but also in how individuals think, feel, and 
act. As Roy D’Andrade (1984) has noted, the indi-
vidual and culture are linked because human so-
cial life is a process in which individuals internalize 
the meanings of public (i.e., cultural) messages. 
Then, alone and in groups, people influence 
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Ethnocentrism, Cultural 
Relativism, and Human Rights
Ethnocentrism is the tendency to view one’s own 
culture as superior and to use one’s own standards 
and values in judging outsiders. We witness ethno-
centrism when people consider their own cultural 
beliefs to be truer, more proper, or more moral than 
those of other groups. However, fundamental to an-
thropology, as the study of human diversity, is the 
fact that what is alien (even disgusting) to us may be 
normal, proper, and prized elsewhere (see the previ-
ous discussion of cultural particularities, including 
burial customs). The fact of cultural diversity calls 
ethnocentrism into question, as anthropologists 
have shown all kinds of reasons for unfamiliar prac-
tices. During a course like this, anthropology stu-
dents often reexamine their own ethnocentric 
beliefs. Sometimes as the strange becomes familiar, 
the familiar seems a bit stranger and less comfort-
able. One goal of anthropology is to show the value 
in the lives of others. But how far is too far? What 
happens when cultural practices, values, and rights 
come into conflict with human rights?

Several societies in Africa and the Middle East 
have customs requiring female genital modifica-
tion. Clitoridectomy is the removal of a girl’s cli-
toris. Infibulation involves sewing the lips (labia) 
of the vagina to constrict the vaginal opening. 
Both procedures reduce female sexual pleasure 
and, it is believed in some societies, the likelihood 
of adultery. Although traditional in the societies 
where they occur, such practices, characterized as 

ethnocentrism

Judging other cultures 

using one’s own cultural 

standards.

a culture have different learning ex-
periences as well as shared ones. 
Subcultures are different symbol-
based patterns and traditions associ-
ated with particular groups in the 
same complex society. In a large na-
tion like the United States or Canada, 
subcultures originate in region, eth-
nicity, language, class, and religion. 
The backgrounds of Christians, Jews, 
and Muslims—and the diverse 
branches of those religions, create 
subcultural differences among them. 
While sharing a common national 
culture, U.S. northerners and south-
erners also differ in aspects of their 
beliefs, values, and customary be-
havior. French-speaking Canadians 
contrast with English-speaking peo-
ple in the same country. Italian 
Americans have ethnic traditions dif-
ferent from those of Irish, Polish, and 
African Americans. Using sports and 
foods, Table 2.1 gives some examples of interna-
tional culture, national culture, and subculture. 
Soccer and basketball are played internationally. 
Monster-truck rallies occur throughout the United 
States. Bocci is a bowling-like sport from Italy still 
played in some Italian American neighborhoods.

Nowadays, many anthropologists are reluc-
tant to use the term subculture. They feel that the 
prefix “sub-” is offensive because it means “be-
low.” “Subcultures” may thus be perceived as 
“less than” or somehow inferior to a dominant, 
elite, or national culture. In this discussion of 
levels of culture, I intend no such implication. 
My point is simply that nations may contain 
many different culturally defined groups. As 
mentioned earlier, culture is contested. Various 
groups may strive to promote the correctness and 
value of their own practices, values, and beliefs 
in comparison with those of other groups or of 
the nation as a whole. (See this chapter’s 
 “Appreciating Diversity” on how contemporary 
indigenous groups have to grapple with multi-
ple levels of culture, contestation, and political 
regulation.)

subcultures

Di�erent cultural 

traditions associated 

with subgroups in the 

same complex society.

Illustrating the international level of culture, Roman Catholics in di�erent nations 

share knowledge, symbols, beliefs, and behavior associated with their religion. 

Shown here, Chinese Catholics at an Easter mass in Beijing. In China, worship is 

allowed only in government-controlled churches, but an estimated 12 million 

Chinese Catholics belong to uno�cial congregations loyal to Rome.

© Elizabeth Dalziel/AP Images

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

LEVEL OF  SPORTS FOOD

CULTURE EXAMPLES EXAMPLES

International Soccer,  Pizza 

 basketball

National Monster-truck Apple pie 

 rallies

Subculture Bocci Big Joe Pork 

  Barbeque 

  (South Carolina)
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To what extent do and should indigenous peo-

ples have the right to preserve traditional cul-

tural practices? In today’s world system, local 

people must contend not only with their own 

cultural rules and customs but also with agen-

cies, laws, and lawsuits operating at the national 

and international levels. Consider the potential 

conflict between cultural rights, animal rights, 

economic rights, and legal rights. Consider as 

well the di�erent levels of culture and adminis-

trative layers (local, regional, national, and inter-

national) that now determine how people live 

their lives.

Numbering about 1,500 people, the Makah 

are a Native American group who live on 

 Washington’s Olympic Peninsula. Traditionally, 

their economy relied on the Pacific Ocean for 

fishing and whaling. Ancestral Makah hunted the 

eastern North Pacific gray whale in seagoing 

 canoes for more than a thousand years. External 

factors beyond their control have blocked Makah 

whaling for about a century, with the brief excep-

tion of a single whale hunt and kill in 1999.

Systematic Makah whaling ended in the 

1920s, after commercial harvesting had de-

pleted the population of the gray whales, which 

the United States eventually placed on the en-

dangered species list. Over the years, national 

and international restrictions on whaling allowed 

the whales’ numbers to recover and the U.S. 

government removed the eastern North Pacific 

gray whale from the endangered list in 1994. 

Five years later, the Makah, who have never 

given up their desire to hunt whales, received 

permission to hunt again.

The brief resumption of Makah whaling took 

place in 1999. With the Makah whaling experi-

ence living only in the memory of oral tradition, 

no living Makah had ever witnessed a whale 

hunt, or even tasted the meat of the North  Pacific 

gray whale. The 1999 hunt did result in a kill, by 

harpoons and a gunshot, of a 30-ton gray whale. 

Returning to shore, the whalers butchered, pro-

cessed, and preserved its meat for future con-

sumption. The event proceeded in the context of 

lawsuits and intense media coverage of the 

whalers and the protesters.

Animal rights groups, including the Humane 

Society of the United States, sued to stop Makah 

whaling. In response to that suit, an appeals 

court halted Makah whaling, declaring that the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-

tion (NOAA) needed to conduct a thorough study 

of the impact of Makah hunting on the survival of 

the prey species.

The Makah, who consider whaling to be cen-

tral to their culture, state that whaling is both a 

cultural right and a treaty right. They cite whal-

ing’s symbolic and spiritual meaning in addition 

to its material benefits and point out that an 

1855 treaty between the United States and the 

Makah granted them the right to hunt whales, in 

exchange for large areas of Makah territory.

How unusual is the Makah situation? Several 

tribes of Native Alaskans, who are subsistence 

hunters of a di�erent species, the bowhead 

whale, have received exemption from regulatory 

provisions of the 1972 Marine Mammal Protec-

tion Act. Despite their 1855 treaty rights, the 

Makah did not receive this exemption. They 

have petitioned the courts for a waiver that 

would grant them permanent rights to kill up to 

20 gray whales in any five-year period.

The animal rights groups that have been so 

active against Makah whaling do not oppose the 

subsistence-oriented whaling of the Alaskan 

tribes. They claim that the Makah do not hunt for 

subsistence, but “merely” for cultural reasons, 

and that whale meat is not essential to their diet. 

The Makah and their supporters argue that their 

culture and subsistence are intertwined.

The future of Makah whaling currently rests 

with NOAA’s Fisheries division. In the spring of 

2015, NOAA issued a report outlining several pos-

sible alternatives for future Makah whaling, rang-

ing from prohibiting an annual hunt to allowing 

the Makah to harvest up to five whales annually, 

but no more than 24 over a six-year period. NOAA 

plans eventually to issue a final document recom-

mending whether the hunt can resume and, if so, 

Who Owns Culture?

appreciating DIVERSITY

female genital mutilation (FGM), have been op-
posed by human rights advocates, especially 
women’s rights groups. The idea is that the cus-
tom infringes on a basic human right: disposition 
over one’s body and one’s sexuality. Indeed, such 
practices are fading because of worldwide atten-
tion to the problem and changing sex/gender roles. 
Some African countries have banned or otherwise 
discouraged the procedures, as have Western na-
tions that receive immigration from such cultures. 
Similar issues arise with circumcision and other 
male genital operations. Is it right to require 

 adolescent boys to undergo collective circumci-
sion to fulfill cultural traditions, as has been done 
traditionally in parts of Africa and Australia? Is it 
right to circumcise a baby boy without his permis-
sion, as has been done routinely in the United 
States and as is customary among Jews and Mus-
lims? (A 2011 initiative aimed at banning circum-
cision in San Francisco, California, failed to make 
it to the ballot.)

According to an idea known as cultural 
 relativism, it is inappropriate to use outside 
standards to judge behavior in a given society; 

cultural relativism

The idea that behavior 

should be evaluated 

not by outside 

standards but in the 

context of the culture  

in which it occurs.


