




 Why Do You Need This New Edition? 
If  you’re wondering why you should buy this new edition 
of  Cultural Anthropology, here are some good reasons! 

1.  New Anthropologists at Work boxes illustrate new research 
directions of  various cultural anthropologists exploring food and 
culture issues, the deindustrialization of  America, terrorism, and 
religious fundamentalism.  

2.  New discussions of  Pierre Bourdieu on enculturation and Tanya 
Luhrmann’s research on American psychiatry to the chapter on 
Psychological and Cognitive Anthropology.   

3.  New sections on the current research on wealth inequality in 
hunting-gathering, pastoralist, and agricultural societies.  

4.  New discussion of  the Spanish policy of  reducciones and the cau-
dillismo pattern of  leadership and its consequences for indigenous 
peoples and politics in Latin America.

5.  New discussion of  indigenous movements in Latin America draw-
ing on the research by Jean Jackson and Kay Warren. 

6.  New section on China and its ethnic minorities, including 
Tibetans. 

7.  New section on the research on climate change by anthropolo-
gists in the Contemporary Global Changes chapter.
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PREFACE 

Educational Goals and 
Orientation of This Text 

T
he world has become a small place. Global 
communications, international trade, geopolitical 
events with worldwide impact, and ease of travel 
have brought people and cultures into more inti-

mate contact than ever before, forcing this generation of 
students to become more knowledgeable about societies 
other than their own. This textbook is grounded in the belief 
that an enhanced global awareness is essential for people 
preparing to take their place in the fast-paced, increasingly 
interconnected world of the twenty-first century. Anthropol-
ogy is ideally suited to introduce students to a global per-
spective. Through exploring the range of human diversity, 
each of the subfields of anthropology helps liberate students 
from a narrow, parochial view and enables them to appreci-
ate the full sweep of the human condition. 

The anthropological perspective, which stresses critical-
thinking, the evaluation of competing hypotheses, and the 
skills to generalize from specific data, contributes signifi-
cantly to a well-rounded education. This text engages read-
ers in anthropology by delving into both classic and current 
research in the field. This reflects a commitment to anthro-
pology’s holistic and integrative approach. It spells out how 
the four basic subfields of anthropology—physical anthro-
pology, archaeology, linguistics, and ethnology—together 
yield a comprehensive understanding of humanity. Because 
the subfields often overlap, insights from all of them are 
woven together to reveal the holistic fabric of a particular 
society or the threads uniting all of humanity. In examining 
anthropological research, this text often refers to research 
conducted in other fields. Contemporary anthropologists 
draw on the findings of biologists, paleontologists, geolo-
gists, economists, historians, psychologists, sociologists, 
political scientists, religious studies specialists, philosophers, 
and researchers in other areas whose work sheds light on 
anthropological inquiry. In addition to enlarging the scope 
of the text, exploring interactions between anthropology 
and other fields sparks the critical imagination that brings 
the learning process to life. 

The comparative approach, another cornerstone of 
the anthropological perspective, is also highlighted in this 
text. When anthropologists assess fossil evidence, artifacts, 
languages, or cultural beliefs and values, they weigh com-
parative evidence, while acknowledging the unique ele-
ments of each case, society, or culture. The text casts an 
inquiring eye on materials from numerous geographical 
regions and historical eras to enrich student understanding. 
A diachronic approach also characterizes this textbook. In 
evaluating human evolution, prehistoric events, language 
divergence, or developments in social structure, anthro-
pologists must rely on models that reflect changes through 
time, so this diachronic orientation suffuses the text. 

Three Unifying Themes 
of This Text 
In the previous edition of this textbook, I emphasized 
three unifying themes that structured the material pre-
sented. These have been retained and expanded in this 
seventh edition. The first two themes I introduce stu-
dents to are the diversity of human societies and cultural 
patterns the world over and the  similarities that make 
all humans fundamentally alike. To achieve these two 
objectives, I pay as much attention to universal human 
characteristics as I do to local cultural contexts and 
conditions. I emphasize the growing interconnected-
ness of humanity and both the positive and negative 
consequences of this reality. I draw on anthropological 
studies to discover how people are responding to the 
process of globalization. 

The third theme, which I emphasize more promi-
nently in this edition, focuses on the interconnections 
between the sciences and humanities within anthropol-
ogy. I call this the synthetic-complementary approach,
which views the scientific method and the methods in the 
humanities as complementary and suggests that one is 
incomplete without the other. This theme had been men-
tioned in previous editions, but I make it much more of 
a centerpiece in this edition. This third important theme 
dovetails with the two other themes, demonstrating how 
human behavior is both unique to a specific culture, and 
yet is also universal. 

Several decades ago, in another anthropology text-
book published by Prentice Hall (1964), the late Eric 
Wolf emphasized that anthropology has always had one 
foot in the sciences and one foot in the humanities. This 
observation is evermore true today. Wolf said, “Anthro-
pology is both the most scientific of the humanities and 
the most humanistic of the sciences” (1964, 88). Eric was 
kind enough to give us suggestions in developing this 
textbook and I would like to carry on the tradition that 
Eric Wolf accentuated in his work. One of the important 
goals in this edition is to further highlight the fundamental 
importance of the synthetic-complementary approach to 
science and the humanities in anthropology. 

Some anthropologists have argued that the scientific 
approach is not suitable for assessing and interpreting 
human behavior and culture, whereas others believe that 
the humanistic approach is not appropriate for develop-
ing general cross-cultural and causal explanations about 
human behavior and culture. This has led to textbooks 
that focus either on one or the other approach. In this 
book, I highlight how the interpretive-humanistic per-
spective is complementary to the scientific method, which 
seeks general cross-cultural and causal explanations for 
human behavior and culture. The interpretive-humanistic 
perspective provides insight into the specifics of human 
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of specific problems and issues that arise in anthropologi-
cal research. A successful holdover from the first edition, 
these boxes encourage students to use rigorous standards 
of evidence when evaluating assumptions and hypotheses 
regarding scientific and philosophical issues that have no 
easy answers. I have updated my discussions in the Criti-
cal Perspective boxes for this eighth edition. By probing 
beneath the surface of various assumptions and hypoth-
eses in these exercises, students stand to discover the 
excitement and challenge of anthropological investigation. 

behavior within different cultures, whereas the scientific 
approach offers a method to test causal explanations that 
allow for insight into universal aspects of human behavior.  

  What’s New to This Edition 
   •   New Anthropologists at Work boxes illustrate current 

research directions of various cultural anthropologists 
exploring food and culture issues, the deindustrializa-
tion of the United States, terrorism, and religious fun-
damentalism.  

  •   New discussions of Pierre Bourdieu on enculturation 
and Tanya Luhrmann’s research on U.S. psychiatry to the 
chapter on Psychological and Cognitive Anthropology.  

  •   New sections on the current research on wealth in-
equality in hunting-gathering, pastoralist, and agricul-
tural societies.  

  •   New discussion of the Spanish policy of  reducciones  
and the  caudillismo  pattern of leadership and its con-
sequences for indigenous peoples and politics in Latin 
America.  

  •   New discussion of indigenous movements in Latin 
America drawing on the research by Jean Jackson and 
Kay Warren.  

  •   New section on China and its ethnic minorities, includ-
ing Tibetans.  

  •   New section on the research on climate change by 
anthropologists in the Contemporary Global Changes 
chapter.    

  Features of This Text 
  Boxes 

 Key National Symbols   

 S ocieties throughout the world 
have drawn upon important 
cultural symbols as a means 

of distinguishing their community from 
others. Some of these cultural symbols 
are secular or nonreligious in meaning, 
whereas others have religious conno-
tations. Anthropologist Victor Turner 
(1967) described symbols as “multivo-
cal,” suggesting that they have multiple 
meanings for people within a society. 
He also said that symbols have the 
characteristic of “condensation,” hav-
ing the ability to unify many things and 
actions into a single formation. 

 National symbols such as flags 
have the potential for expressing deep-
felt emotions in condensed forms. 
Flags, with their great public visibil-
ity, have been an extremely important 
symbolic medium of political commu-
nication throughout the centuries. In 
U.S. society, the fl ag is a key secular 
symbol refl ecting deeply felt commu-
nity ties. A number of legal battles have 
been waged over the so-called des-
ecration of the U.S. fl ag. For example, 
members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 

 Critical Perspectives 

        Virgin of Guadalupe, Mexico.    

 In the  Critical Perspectives  boxes, designed to stimulate 
independent reasoning and judgment, students take the 
role of anthropologist by engaging in the critical analysis 

 NANCY ROSENBERGER: 
Gender, Food, 
Globalization, and Culture   

         A fter earning her university de-
gree, Nancy Rosenberger trav-
eled to northeastern Japan 

to teach English. She had majored in 
English and had never taken an an-
thropology or Japanese course in her 
life! While living in Japan, Rosenberger 
became fascinated with Japanese 
culture and language and wanted to 
study more. By chance, she read an 
article about the famous anthropolo-
gist Lévi-Strauss in a popular maga-
zine by an anthropology professor 
named Aram Yengoyan. The global 
questions about culture and society 
which anthropologists ask intrigued 

words, but through bodily aches and 
pains which they labeled as meno-
pausal problems. Since 1993, she has 
conducted a longitudinal study of 55 
Japanese women who were single and 
between the ages of 25 and 35 when 
she first met them. Rosenberger has 
since followed these women into mid-
dle age. She was particularly interested 
in this cohort because they are highly 
affected by the globalization of media 
and individualized consumption in Ja-
pan, but they also learned post-war 
Japanese values emphasizing group 
responsibility. These women’s personal 
decisions about delaying marriage 
and having one or no children have 
changed Japan in big ways, yet they 
deal with contradictions. Work and ed-
ucational institutions have not changed that include both the resistance and 

 Anthropologist at Work 

Nancy Rosenberger

  Anthropologists at Work  boxes, profiling prominent 
anthropologists, humanize many of the issues covered in 
the chapters. These boxes—another carryover from the 
first edition—go behind the scenes to trace the personal 
and professional development of some of today’s lead-
ing anthropologists. I have added several new boxes in 
this area focusing on John Hawks as a leading physical 
anthropologist, Scott Atran as a prominent cultural anthro-
pologist, Nancy Rosenberger’s research on food, gender, 
and globalization; Brian Hoey’s ethnographic research 
on the post-industrial United States, and Henry Munson’s 
research on religious fundamentalism. 

 Saving Languages 

 T here are more than 6,000 lan-
guages distributed throughout 
a population of more than 6 

billion people in the world. As many 
linguistic anthropologists have noted, 
however, tens of thousands of lan-
guages have become extinct through 
the years. In Western Europe, hun-
dreds of languages disappeared with 
the expansion of  agricultural empires 
that imposed their languages on 
conquered peoples. For example, 
during the expansion of the Roman 
Empire for approximately a thousand 
years, many tribal languages disap-
peared as they were replaced by 
Latin. Currently, only forty-five na-
tive languages still exist in Western 
E

haps as many as a thousand different 
languages distributed among various 
ethnic groups (Diamond 1993). Other 
islands in countries such as Indonesia 
may have as many as four hundred 
different languages. Yet, in all of the 
areas of the Pacific and Asia, the 
“large” languages are beginning to 
replace the “small” ones. 

 Some l inguists estimate that if 
the present rate of the disappear-
ance of languages remains con-
stant, within a century or two our 
4,000 languages could be reduced 
to just a few hundred. For example, 
as young people in the Pacific is-
lands begin to move from rural to 
urban regions, they usually aban-
don their traditional language and 
learn a majority tongue to be able to 
take ad antage of ed cational and

 Applying Anthropology 

 Finally,  Applying Anthropology  boxes—new to previ-
ous editions—show students how research in anthropol-
ogy can help solve practical problems confronting contem-
porary societies. Students often ask, What relevance does 
anthropology have to the problems we face in our gen-
eration? These Applying Anthropology boxes answer the 



xiv  �  Preface

and suggested readings and videos. In addition, test ques-
tions in multiple-choice, true/false, fill-in-the-blank, and 
short answer formats are available for each chapter; the 
answers are page-referenced to the text. For easy access, 
this manual is available within the instructor section 
of MyAnthroLab for  Cultural Anthropology , or at  www.
pearsonhighered.com/irc .  

     MyTest   (0205025080):  This computerized software allows 
instructors to create their own personalized exams, edit 
any or all of the existing test questions, and add new 
questions. Other special features of the program include 
random generation of test questions, creation of alternate 
versions of the same test, scrambling question sequence, 
and test preview before printing. For easy access, this soft-
ware is available at  www.pearsonhighered.com/irc .  

     PowerPoint Presentation Slides for Cultural Anthro-
pology  (0205025099): These PowerPoint slides combine 
text and graphics for each chapter to help instructors con-
vey cultural anthropology principles in a clear and engaging 
way. For easy access, they are available within the instruc-
tor section of MyAnthroLab for  Cultural Anthropology , 
or at  www.pearsonhighered.com/irc .   
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Ache Ju/’hoansi

Mbuti

Hadza

Arunta

Tiwi

Batak
Semang

Agta
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tures in this eighth edition of  Cultural Anthropology: A 
Global Perspective . Each chapter opens with a Chapter 
Outline and Chapter Questions that will help guide 
students to the most important issues addressed in the 
chapter. And each chapter ends with Questions to Think 
About, which address issues covered in the chapter in 
order to help students better comprehend the material in 
the chapter. In addition, each chapter ends with a Sum-
mary and a list of Key Terms that will help students focus 
on important concepts introduced in the chapter.  
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and Students 

      is an interactive and instructive 
 multimedia site designed to 
help students and instructors save time and improve 
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     Instructor’s Manual with Tests  (0205168531): For each 
chapter in the text, this valuable resource provides a 
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study humankind in one way or another. Anthropology 
stands apart because it combines four subfields, or sub-
disciplines, that bridge the natural sciences, the social sci-
ences, and the humanities. These four subfields—physical 
anthropology, archaeology, linguistic anthropology, and 
cultural anthropology or ethnology—constitute a broad 
approach to the study of humanity the world over, both 
past and present. Figure  1.1 shows these subfields and 
the various specializations that make up each one. A dis-
cussion of these subdisciplines and some of the key spe-
cializations in each follows. 

The subfields of anthropology initially emerged in 
Western society in an attempt to understand non-Western 
peoples. When Europeans began exploring and coloniz-
ing the world in the fifteenth century, they encountered 
native peoples in the Americas, Africa, the Middle East, 
and Asia. European travelers, missionaries, and govern-
ment officials described these non-Western cultures, pro-
viding a record of their physical appearances, customs, 
and beliefs. By the nineteenth century, anthropology 
had developed into the primary discipline and science 
for understanding these non-Western societies and cul-
tures. The major questions that these nineteenth-century 
anthropologists sought to answer dealt with the basic dif-
ferences and similarities of human societies and cultures 
and with the physical variation found in peoples through-
out the world. Today, anthropologists do not solely focus 
their attention on non-Western cultures, and they are just 
as likely to examine cultural practices in an urban setting 
in the United States as to conduct fieldwork in some far-
off place. However, anthropologists continue to grapple 
with the basic questions of human diversity and similari-
ties through systematic research within the four subfields 
described below. 

Physical Anthropology 
Physical anthropology is the 
branch of anthropology con-
cerned with humans as 
a biological species. As 
such, it is the subfield 
most closely related to 
the natural sciences. Physi-
cal anthropologists 
conduct research in 
two major areas: hu-
man evolution and 
modern human variation. 
The investigation of hu-
man evolution pres-
ents one of the most 
tantalizing areas of 
an th ropo log i ca l 
s tudy.  Research 
has now traced the 
African origins of 

2

Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

Chapter Questions 

� What is unique about the fi eld of anthropology as 
compared with other disciplines? 

� How does the fi eld of anthropology bridge both the 
sciences and the humanities? 

� Why should any student study anthropology? 

A
nthropologist Morton Fried once pointed out the 
similarities between the space travel described 
in science fiction and the field of anthropol-
ogy (1977). He noted that when Neil Armstrong 

became the first human to set foot on the moon in July 
1969, his step constituted first contact. To space travel-
ers created by science fiction writers, first contact refers 
to the first meeting between humans and extraterrestrial 
beings. To anthropologists, the phrase refers to initial 
encounters between peoples of different societies. For 
thousands of years, peoples throughout the world have 
had first contacts with each other. As we shall see in this 
chapter, the field of anthropology includes four major 
subdisciplines that seek to understand different aspects 
of humanity in much the same way that future space 
travelers might investigate extraterrestrials. Anthropolo-
gists draw upon a variety of field methods, techniques, 
and approaches to conduct their investigations, which 
have two major goals: to understand the uniqueness and 
diversity of human behavior and human societies around 
the world and to discover the fundamental similarities
that link human beings throughout the world in both the 
past and the present. To accomplish these goals, anthro-
pologists undertake systematic case studies of people liv-
ing in particular locations, in the past and present, and 
use comparative techniques to assess the similarities and 
differences among societies. 

Using these goals as a springboard, anthropology has 
forged distinctive objectives and propelled research that 
has broadened our understanding of humanity, from the 
beginnings of human societies to the present. This chap-
ter introduces the distinctive approaches used in anthro-
pology to achieve these goals. 

Anthropology: The Four Subfi elds 
The word anthropology is derived from the Greek words 
anthropo, meaning “human beings” or “humankind,” 
and logia, translated as “knowledge of” or “the study of.” 
Thus, we can define anthropology as the systematic 
study of humankind. This definition in itself, however, 
does not distinguish anthropology from other disciplines. 
After all, historians, psychologists, economists, sociolo-
gists, and scholars in many other fields systematically Hominid skull in burial. 
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humanity back over 6 million years. Fieldwork in other 
world areas has traced the expansion of early human 
ancestors throughout the world. Much of the evidence 
for human origins consists of fossils, the fragmentary re-
mains of bones and living materials preserved from earlier 
periods. The study of human evolution through analysis 
of fossils is called paleoanthropology (the prefix  paleo
means “old” or “prehistoric”). Paleoanthropologists use 

a variety of scientific techniques to date, 
classify, and compare fossil bones to 

determine the links between modern 
humans and their biological ances-

tors. These paleoanthropolo-
gists may work closely with 
archaeologists when study-
ing ancient tools and activ-
ity areas to learn about 

the behavior of early 
human ancestors. 

O the r  phys i c a l 
anthropologists explore 

human evolution through primatology, the study of pri-
mates. Primates are mammals that belong to the same 
overall biological classification as humans and, therefore, 
share similar physical characteristics and a close evolu-
tionary relationship with us. Many primatologists observe 
primates such as chimpanzees, gorillas, gibbons, and 
orangutans in their natural habitats to ascertain the simi-
larities and differences between these other primates and 
humans. These observations of living primates may pro-
vide insight into the behaviors of early human ancestors. 

Another group of physical anthropologists focuses 
their research on the range of physical variation within 
and among different modern human populations. These 
anthropologists study human variation by measuring 
physical characteristics—such as body size, variation 
in blood types, or differences in skin color—or various 
genetic traits. Their research aims at explaining why such 
variation occurs, as well as documenting the differences 
in human populations. Skeletal structure is also the focus 
of anthropological research. Human osteology is the par-
ticular area of specialization within physical anthropology 

Figure 1.1 The four core subfi elds of anthropology and applied anthropology. Also included are some of the various 
specializations within each of the subfi elds which are discussed in this text. Many of these specializations overlap with one 
another in the actual studies carried out by anthropologists. 
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JOHN HAWKS: 
Physical (or Biological) 
Anthropologist 

J ohn Hawks is an anthropolo-
gist who works on the border 
between paleoanthropology 

and genetics. He got his start teach-
ing evolution in his home state of 
Kansas, followed by doctoral train-
ing and teaching in Michigan, Utah, 
and his current home, the University 
of Wisconsin. He studies the relation-
ships between the genes of living and 
ancient people, to discover the ways 
that natural selection has affected 
them. In 2007, Hawks and coworkers 
scanned the genome, fi nding evidence 
for widespread selection on new 
advantageous mutations during the 
last 40,000 years (Hawks et al. 2007). 
The breadth of this selection across 
the genome indicated that human evo-
lution actually accelerated, as larger 
populations and new agricultural sub-
sistence exerted strong pressures on 
ancient people. Far from slowing down 
our evolution, culture had created new 
opportunities for adaptive change in 
the human population. 

Now, Hawks is busy examin-
ing the Neandertal genome. The 
availability of genetic evidence from 
ancient bones has transformed the 
way we study these ancient people. 
By comparing Neandertal genes with 
humans and chimpanzees, it wil l 

become possible to expand our 
knowledge of evolution beyond the 
skeletal record, finding signs from 
the immune system, digestion, and 
pigmentation, to traits like hearing 
and ultimately, the brain itself. 

Hawks is probably most widely 
known for his blog, which is visited 
by several thousand readers every 
day. Describing new research from an 
expert’s perspective, he has shown 
the power of public outreach as an 
element of the scientifi c process. This 
element of his work has made him a 
leader in the “open science” move-
ment, trying to expand public acces-
sibility to scientifi c research and open 
access to scientifi c data. On his blog, 
Hawks writes: 

What does it mean to be a paleoan-
thropologist? To use evidence from 
the fossil record, we must be trained 
in human anatomy— especial ly 
bone anatomy, or osteology. We 
have to know the anatomical com-
parisons between humans and 
other primates, and the way these 
anatomies relate to habitual be-
haviors. The social and ecological 
behaviors of primates vary exten-
sively in response to their unique 
ecological circumstances. Under-
standing the relationship of anatomy, 
behavior, and environment gives us 
a way to interpret ancient fossils and 
place them in their environmental 

context. My scientific work hasn’t 
been limited to genetics and fossils. 
Lately, I have become more and 
more interested in the problems of 
cultural transmission and informa-
tion theory. This is part of my “fi rst 
principles” approach to problems 
in prehistory—I think that we have 
to build an account of the origins of 
culture that is based in the simplest 
rules of information transfer. 

Hawks welcomes everyone who is 
interested in human evolution based 
on a scientific approach to go to his 
blog at http://johnhawks.net/weblog/
hawks/hawks.html.

 Anthropologists at Work 

John Hawks 

Explore the Concept on

myanthrolab.com

dealing with the study of the human skeleton. Such stud-
ies have wide-ranging applications, from the identifica-
tion of murder victims from fragmentary skeletal remains 
to the design of ergonomic airplane cockpits. Physical 
anthropologists are also interested in evaluating how 
disparate physical characteristics reflect evolutionary 
adaptations to different environmental conditions, thus 
shedding light on why human populations vary. 

Physical anthropologists have also shed light on gen-
eral questions about humanity such as the propensity 
of violence in human societies. Physical anthropologist 
Philip Walker has conducted in-depth research on human 

skeletal materials from various periods of prehistory that 
attempts to answer general questions about the preva-
lence of violence in past societies (2001). Walker finds 
that human skeletal remains with traumatic injuries such 
as embedded flint arrow points in the vertebrate or cut 
marks on cranial skulls and other archaeological materi-
als from the past suggest that both violence and canni-
balism has been pervasive since the beginning of human 
prehistory. Although the prehistoric data indicates that 
there were periods of peace, Walker’s data based on an 
enormous amount of skeletal data indicates that warfare 
and violence were frequent (2001:590). The data indicates 

http://johnhawks.net/weblog/hawks/hawks.html
http://johnhawks.net/weblog/hawks/hawks.html
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that the frequency of prehistoric human vio-
lence is associated with climatic changes in the 
past that resulted in crop failures or other scarci-
ties (2001:591). On the other hand, Walker’s data 
suggests that prehistoric peoples did not engage 
in child abuse or the “child-battering syndrome” 
known from contemporary societies (2001:591). 
Another recent study in physical anthropology 
by Tiffany A. Tung who has been examining cra-
nial trauma and other skeletal injuries indicates 
that there was wide-spread violence and warfare 
in the Peruvian Andes during the time period of 
650−1000 A.D. (2007). During this period, the 
skeletal evidence demonstrates that prehistoric 
warfare and violence increased with the expan-
sion of the Wari Empire in the Peruvian Andes 
region, a general trend documented by Tung in 
various agricultural state empires throughout 
the world (2007). Thus, the research in physical 
anthropology has provided deep insights into the 
patterns of human violence that help us under-
stand our condition in the contemporary era. 

An increasingly important area of research 
for some physical anthropologists is genetics, the 
study of the biological “blueprints” that dictate 
the inheritance of physical characteristics. Genet-
ics research examines a wide variety of questions. 
It has, for example, been important in identify-
ing the genetic sources of some diseases, such as 
sickle cell anemia, cystic fibrosis, and Tay-Sachs 
disease. A new example of genetics research on 
a modern population is that conducted by physi-
cal anthropologist Cynthia Beall in the Himala-
yan Mountains of Tibet. Beall and her team did 
detailed genealogical and historical interviews 
with thousands of women between the ages of 
20 and 60 who had moved and were adapting to new 
environmental conditions at the altitude of 4,000 meters 
at low oxygen levels. Ruling out such factors as age, ill-
ness, and smoking, the team found that one group of 
these women had blood oxygen levels that were 10 per-
cent higher than normal. Beall and her team found that 
the children of these women were much more likely to 
survive to the age of 15 or older; the group’s average 
for childhood death was .04. In contrast, the low-oxygen 
group of women had an average of 2.5 children die dur-
ing childhood. Thus, Beall and her team found that the 
gene or genes that determine high-oxygen blood count 
for women gave survival and adaptive capacities in this 
high mountain altitude (Beall, Song, Elston, and Goldstein 
2004). This anthropological research has demonstrated 
a case of natural selection and human evolution that is 
occurring presently within a particular environment. 

Genetics has also become an increasingly impor-
tant complement to paleoanthropological research. 
Through the study of the genetic makeup of modern 
humans, physical anthropologists have been working 

on calculating the genetic distance among modern 
humans, thus providing a means of inferring rates of 
evolution and the evolutionary relationships within the 
species. An important project run by genetic paleoan-
thropologist Spencer Wells is helping to illuminate the 
migrations of humans throughout the world. Wells is the 
director of the Genographic Project, sponsored by the 
National Geographic Society and IBM. The Genographic 
Project is gathering samples of DNA from populations 
throughout the world to trace human evolution. Wells 
is a pioneer in this form of genetic paleoanthropology. 
He has developed an international network of leading 
anthropologists in genetics, linguistics, archaeology, 
paleoanthropology, and cultural anthropology to assist in 
this project. Labs analyzing DNA have been established 
in different regions of the world by the Genographic 
Project. As DNA is transmitted from parents to offspring, 
most of the genetic material is recombined and mutated. 
However, some mutated DNA remains fairly stable over 
the course of generations. This stable mutated DNA can 
serve as “genetic markers” that are passed on to each 

Although anthropologists study the distinctive features of different cultures, 
they also recognize the fundamental similarities among people throughout 
the world. 
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generation and create populations with distinctive sets 
of DNA. These genetic markers can serve to distinguish 
ancient lineages of DNA. By following the pathways 
of these genetic markers, genetic paleoanthropologists 
such as Wells can blend archaeology, prehistoric, and 
linguistic data with paleoanthropological data to trace 
human evolution. 

The Genographic Project traces both mitochondrial 
DNA (passed from mother to offspring in long lineages of 
maternal descent) and the Y chromosome (passed from 
father to son). These data have helped provide inde-
pendent evidence for the African origins of the modern 
human species and human ancestors. This evidence 
will be discussed in later chapters on the evolution of 
modern humans. Individuals can join the project and 
submit samples of their own DNA to trace their genetic 
linkage to ancient populations at https://genographic.
nationalgeographic.com.

Archaeology 
Archaeology, the branch of 
anthropology that examines the 
material traces of past societ-
ies, informs us about the cul-
ture of those societies—the 
shared way of life of a group 
of people that includes their 
values, beliefs, and norms. 
However, as we will see 
below some archaeologists 
do research in contemporary 
societies. Artifacts, the mate-
rial products of former societ-
ies, provide clues to the past. 
Some archaeological sites reveal 
spectacular jewelry like that found 
by the movie character Indiana Jones 
or the treasures of a pharaoh’s tomb. Most artifacts, how-
ever, are not so spectacular. Despite the popular image 
of archaeology as an adventurous, even romantic pursuit, 
it usually consists of methodical, time-consuming, and—
sometimes—somewhat tedious research. Archaeologists 
often spend hours sorting through ancient trash piles, or 
middens, to discover how members of past societies ate 
their meals, what tools they used in their households and 
in their work, and what beliefs gave meaning to their 
lives. They collect and carefully analyze the broken frag-
ments of pottery, stone, glass, and other materials. It may 
take them months or even years to fully complete the 
study of an excavation. Unlike fictional archaeologists, 
who experience glorified adventures, real-world archae-
ologists thrive on the intellectually challenging adventure 
of systematic, scientific research that enlarges our under-
standing of the past. 

There are many more areas of specialization within ar-
chaeology that reflect the geographic area, topic, or time 

period on which the archaeologist works (see Figure 1.1). One 
more contemporary development in the field of archaeology 
is called ethnoarchaeology. Ethnoarchaeology is the study 
of material artifacts of the past along with the observation of 
modern peoples who have knowledge of the use and sym-
bolic meaning of those artifacts. Frances Hayashida has been 
conducting ethnoarchaeological research in the coastal areas 
of Peru regarding the production and consumption of an-
cient maize beer called chicha and this tradition carried on in 
modern breweries (2008). This ethnoarchaeological research 
involves the study of the contemporary chicha production 
along with the investigation of how prehistoric indigenous 
peoples were providing inputs of labor, raw materials, and 
the different technologies in their development of breweries 
in different areas of coastal Peru. This ethnoarchaeological 
research involves in-depth observations and interviews with 
modern peoples in order to understand what has been re-

tained from the past regarding chicha production. 
There are many other fields of archaeology as 

indicated in Figure 1.1. For example, some 
specializations in archaeology include 

industrial archaeologists, biblical 
archaeologists, medieval and post-
medieval archaeologists, and 
Islamic archaeologists. Underwater 
archaeologists work on a vari-
ety of places and time periods 

throughout the world; they are dis-
tinguished from other archaeologists 
by the distinctive equipment, methods, 
and procedures needed to excavate 
under water. 

One new interesting approach 
used in archaeology employs the 

GIS (Geographical Information Sys-
tems), a tool that was adopted by geolo-
gists and environmental scientists as well 
as physical anthropologists. Archaeolo-

gists can use the GIS systems linked to satellites to help 
locate specific transportation routes used by peoples and 
their animals in the past as well as many other patterns 
(Tripcevich 2010). 

In another novel approach, still other archaeologists 
have turned their attention to the very recent past. For 
example, in 1972, William L. Rathje began a study of mod-
ern garbage as an assignment for the students in his intro-
ductory anthropology class. Even he was surprised at the 
number of people who took an interest in the findings. A 
careful study of garbage provides insights about modern so-
ciety that cannot be ferreted out in any other way. Whereas 
questionnaires and interviews depend upon the coopera-
tion and interpretation of respondents, garbage provides 
an unbiased physical record of human activity. Rathje’s 
“garbology project” is still in progress and, combined with 
information from respondents, offers a unique look at pat-
terns of waste management, consumption, and alcohol use 
in contemporary U.S. society (Rathje and Ritenbaugh 1984). 

https://genographic.nationalgeographic.com
https://genographic.nationalgeographic.com
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Linguistic Anthropology 
Linguistics, the study of language, has a long history that 
dovetails with the discipline of philosophy, but is also 
one of the integral subfields of anthropology. Linguistic
anthropology focuses on the relationship between lan-
guage and culture, how language is used within society, 
and how the human brain acquires and uses language. 
Linguistic anthropologists seek to discover the ways 
in which languages are different from one another, as 
well as how they are similar to one another. Two wide- 
ranging areas of research in linguistic anthropology are 
structural linguistics and historical linguistics. 

Structural linguistics explores how language 
works. Structural linguists compare grammatical patterns 
or other linguistic elements to learn how contemporary 
languages mirror and differ from one another. Structural 
linguistics has also uncovered some intriguing relation-
ships between language and thought patterns among dif-
ferent groups of people. Do people who speak different 
languages with different grammatical structures think and 
perceive the world differently from each other? Do native 
Chinese speakers think or view the world and life experi-
ences differently from native English speakers? Structural 
linguists are attempting to answer this type of question. 

Linguistic anthropologists also examine the connec-
tions between language and social behavior in different 
cultures. This specialty is called sociolinguistics. Socio-
linguists are interested both in how language is used to 
define social groups and in how belonging to particular 
groups leads to specialized kinds of language use. In 
Thailand, for example, there are thirteen forms of the pro-
noun I. One form is used with equals, other forms come 
into play with people of higher status, and some forms 
are used when males address females (Scupin 1988). 

Another area of research that has interested linguis-
tic anthropologists is historical linguistics. Historical 
linguistics concentrates on the comparison and classifi-
cation of different languages to discern the historical links 

among languages. By examining and analyzing grammati-
cal structures and sounds of languages, researchers are 
able to discover rules for how languages change over 
time, as well as which languages are related to one an-
other historically. This type of historical linguistic research 
is particularly useful in tracing the migration routes of 
various societies through time, confirming archaeological 
and paleoanthropological data gathered independently. 
For example, through historical linguistic research, 
anthropologists have corroborated the Asian origins of 
many Native American populations. 

Cultural Anthropology or Ethnology 
Cultural anthropology or  ethnology is the subfield 
of anthropology that examines various contemporary 
societies and cultures throughout the world. Cultural 
anthropologists do research in all parts of the world, 
from the tropical rainforests of the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and Brazil to the Arctic regions of Canada, 
from the deserts of the Middle East to the urban areas of 
China. Until recently, most cultural anthropologists con-
ducted research on non-Western or remote cultures in 
Africa, Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and the 
Pacific Islands and on the Native American populations in 
the United States. Today, however, many cultural anthro-
pologists have turned to research on their own cultures 
in order to gain a better understanding of their institu-
tions and cultural values. 

Cultural anthropologists (sometimes the terms  socio-
cultural anthropologist and  ethnographer are used inter-
changeably with  cultural anthropologist) use a unique 
research strategy in conducting their fieldwork in differ-
ent settings. This research strategy is referred to as par-
ticipant observation because cultural anthropologists 
learn the language and culture of the group being studied 
by participating in the group’s daily activities. Through 
this intensive participation, they become deeply famil-
iar with the group and can understand and explain the 
society and culture of the group as insiders. We discuss 

Archaeologist digging at a site. 

A linguistic anthropologist interviewing a woman from a different 
culture. 
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KELLEY HAYS-GILPIN: 
Archaeologist 

Conservation of the past, the 
deciphering of gender in the 
archaeological record, and 

the meaning of rock art are just a few of 
the intriguing topics that Kelley Hays-
Gilpin has addressed in more than two 
decades of research. Hays-Gilpin is an 
archaeologist with a research focus on 
the prehistoric American Southwest, 
particularly the history and archaeol-
ogy of the Pueblo peoples. Like many 
modern archaeologists, her career has 
included work in both cultural resource 
management and university teach-
ing (see Chapter 18). She completed 
her doctoral work focusing on early 
decorated ceramics in the Four Cor-
ners region in the Southwest and then, 
began her career with the Navajo Nation 
Archaeology Department in Flagstaff, 
Arizona. Hays-Gilpin worked on col-
lections salvaged from archaeological 
sites destroyed by development proj-
ects or threatened by construction. 
Currently, she teaches archaeology, 
ceramic analysis, and rock art courses 
at Northern Arizona University in Flag-
staff, located just hours from the Pet-
rified Forest National Park and her 
favorite rock art sites. 

Although concerned with the inter-
pretation of past technology and adept 
at ceramic classification, Hays-Gilpin 
has consistently sought to push the 
interpretation of archaeological data to 
extract deeper meaning than archae-
ologists usually propose. Beginning 
with her doctoral work, she became 
increasingly interested in the study of 
ideology, symbols, and gender in the 
archaeological record. Through the 
comparative study of pottery, textiles, 
and rock art, she used ancient art as a 
means of understanding cultural con-
tinuity and change. This research fur-
thered her understanding of modern 
Native American perceptions of and 
concerns about the past. For Hays-
Gilpin, the significance of ancient ob-
jects to contemporary indigenous 
people—having conversations about 
ancestors and making connections be-
tween the past and present—is of cru-
cial importance. It is about being able to 
glean messages from the past that help 
us live better lives in the present, includ-
ing such matters as how to grow food 
in the desert and how to help others 
understand and appreciate their heritage. 

Hays-Gilpin co-authored an interdis-
ciplinary study of Prehistoric Sandals 
from Northeastern Arizona: The Earl H. 
Morris and Ann Axtell Morris Research,

which was published in 1998. It draws 
on the research of three generations of 
women engaged in the study of essen-
tially the same group of archaeological 
materials from sites in northeastern 
Arizona. While it provides a detailed 
examination of a particular collec-
tion, the study also affords insight into 
changing perceptions of archaeological 
interpretation. Also published in 1998 
was Hays-Gilpin’s co-edited volume, 
the Routledge Reader in Gender Ar-
chaeology, which helped establish the 
legitimacy of gendered approaches to 
the study of the archaeological record. 
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Kelley Hays-Gilpin. 

the methods and techniques of cultural anthropologists at 
greater length in Chapter 14.

The results of the fieldwork of the cultural anthropolo-
gist are written up as an ethnography, a description of 
a culture within a society. A typical ethnography reports 
on the environmental setting, economic patterns, social 
organization, political system, and religious rituals and 
beliefs of the society under study. This description of a 
society is based on what anthropologists call ethnographic 
data. The gathering of ethnographic data in a systematic 
manner is the specific research goal of the cultural anthro-
pologist. Technically,  ethnologist refers to anthropolo-
gists who focus on the cross-cultural aspects of the various 
ethnographic studies done by the cultural anthropologists. 
Ethnologists analyze the data that are produced by the 
individual ethnographic studies to produce cross-cultural 
generalizations about humanity and cultures. 

Applied Anthropology 
The four subfields of anthropology (physical anthropol-
ogy, archaeology, linguistic anthropology, and cultural 
anthropology) are well established. However, some 
scholars recognize a fifth subdiscipline. Applied anthro-
pology is the use of anthropological data from the other 
subfields to address modern problems and concerns. 
These problems may be environmental, technological, 
economic, social, political, or cultural. Anthropologists 
have played an increasing role in the development of 
government policies and legislation, the planning of 
development projects, and the implementation of mar-
keting strategies. Although anthropologists are typically 
trained in one of the major subfields, an increasing num-
ber are finding employment outside of universities and 
museums. Although many anthropologists see at least 
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For archaeologists, rock art— 
paintings and engravings—provides a 
unique source of information, offering 
clues to prehistoric subsistence, ideol-
ogy, and religion. Yet the interpretation 
of these prehistoric creations is chal-
lenging, and they have often received 
less attention than they deserve. Hays-
Gilpin’s  Ambiguous Images: Gender 
and Rock Art (2004), which won the 
Society for American Archaeology’s 
2005 book prize, provides a signifi cant 
contribution to the relatively unexplored 
fi eld of gender in rock art. Hays-Gilpin 
demonstrates that rock art is one of 
the best lines of evidence available to 
understand the ritual practices, gen-
der roles, and ideological constructs of 
prehistoric peoples. 

In addition to her current academic 
position, Hays-Gilpin holds the Edward 
Bridge Danson Chair of Anthropology 
at the Museum of Northern Arizona, 
where she is director of the Hopi Ico-
nography Project. This project, a col-
laborative effort between the museum 
and the Hopi Tribe’s cultural preserva-
tion offi ce, explores Hopi cultural con-
tinuity over centuries, if not millennia, 
through pottery, rock art, mural paint-
ing, baskets, and textiles. More impor-
tant, the project is exploring ways in 
which Hopi traditions can help shape 

a sustainable future for Hopi communi-
ties through subsistence farming, craft 
production, public health programs, 
and cultural revitalization. 

For Hays-Gi lpin, the study of 
archaeology must emphasize team-
work and reward team players. She 
feels that archaeologists are not in 
competition with one another, but 
rather in competition with the forces 
that are destroying the archaeological 
record faster than it can be studied. 
Her research and career epitomize this 
approach to archaeology. Hays-Gilpin 
advocates monitoring and reporting 
on sites that have been threatened 
with destruction, and she continues 
work on many collections that have 
resided in museums for as much as 
century. Her work has led her to col-
laborate with a network of archae-
ologists, cultural anthropologists, art 
historians, linguistic anthropologists, 
and Hopi artists. Her interdisciplinary 
approach to the past exemplifi es mod-
ern archaeology’s holistic and inclusive 
requirements—quite a contrast to its 
more narrowly specialized traditions. 
With this new approach, Hays-Gilpin 
has helped to redefi ne the discipline of 
archaeology. 

Archaeologists have examined sites 
the world over, from campsites of the 

earliest humans to modern landfills. 
Some archaeologists investigate past 
societies whose history is primar-
ily told by the archaeological record. 
Known as prehistoric archaeologists,
they study the artifacts of groups such 
as the ancient inhabitants of Europe 
and the first humans to arrive in the 
Americas. Because these researchers 
have no written documents or oral tra-
ditions to help interpret the sites they 
examine and the artifacts they recover, 
the archaeological record provides the 
primary source of information for their 
interpretations of the past.  Historical 
archaeologists, on the other hand, 
work with historians in investigating the 
artifacts of societies of the more recent 
past. For example, some historical 
archaeologists have probed the re-
mains of plantations in the southern 
United States to gain an understand-
ing of the lifestyles of enslaved Africans 
and slave owners during the nine-
teenth century. Other archaeologists, 
called classical archaeologists, con-
duct research on ancient civilizations 
such as in Egypt, Greece, and Rome. 

Explore the Concept on

myanthrolab.com

some aspects of their work as applied, it is the appli-
cation of anthropological data that is the central part of 
some researches’ careers. Indeed, approximately half 
of the people with doctorates in anthropology currently 
find careers outside of academic institutions. 

Each of the four major subfields of anthropology has 
applied aspects. Physical anthropologists, for example, 
sometimes play a crucial role in police investigations, 
using their knowledge of the human body to reconstruct 
the appearance of murder victims on the basis of frag-
mentary skeletal remains or helping police determine the 
mechanisms of death. Archaeologists deal with the impact 
of development on the archaeological record, working 
to document or preserve archaeological sites threatened 
by the construction of housing, roads, and dam proj-
ects. Some linguistic anthropologists work with govern-
ment agencies and indigenous peoples to document 

disappearing languages or work in business to help 
develop marketing strategies. Cultural anthropologists, 
such as A. Peter Castro (see “Anthropologists at Work: 
A. Peter Castro: Applied Anthropologist”), have played a 
key role in the planning of government programs so that 
they take peoples’ cultural beliefs and needs into con-
sideration. These applied aspects of anthropological re-
search are highlighted in Chapter 18.

Holistic Anthropology, 
Interdisciplinary Research, 
and the Global Perspective 
By its very nature, anthropology is an interdisciplin-
ary, holistic field. Most anthropologists receive some 
training in each of four subfields of anthropology. 
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BAMBI B. SCHIEFFELIN: 
Linguistic Anthropologist 

A s an undergraduate at Colum-
bia University, Bambi Schief-
felin was drawn to two fields: 

anthropology and comparative litera-
ture. After spending a summer on a 
field trip to rural Bolivia and a year in 
the southern highlands of Papua New 
Guinea, Schieffelin decided to pursue 
a doctorate in anthropology, with a 
specialty in linguistic anthropology. She 
combined the fi elds of developmental 
psychology, linguistics, and anthropol-
ogy, which prepared her for fi eldwork 
among the Kaluli people in Papua New 
Guinea. After completing her Ph.D. 
degree, Schieffelin spent a year teach-
ing anthropology at the University of 
California at Berkeley and also teach-
ing linguistics at Stanford University. 
Since 1986, she has been teaching at 
New York University in the Department 
of Anthropology. 

Schieffelin’s work focuses on lan-
guage use and socialization. She 
studies how language is acquired by 
children and how language is used in 
various social contexts. She has col-
laborated with Elinor Ochs to develop 
innovative approaches to under-
standing how language use is influ-
enced by socialization. Together they 
have edited several volumes, includ-
ing Language Socialization across 
Cultures (1987). In addition, Schief-
felin has developed these topics in 
her own book, The Give and Take of 
Everyday Life: Language Socialization 
of Kaluli Children (1990). 

Through their research on children’s 
language socialization, Schieffelin and 
Ochs contributed to a cross-cultural 
understanding of this process. Un-
til the early 1970s, most of the theo-
ries on language and socialization 
had been drawn from psychological 
research on middle-class Americans. 
Sch i e f f e l i n  and  Ochs  focused 

instead on language and socialization 
among many different societies. They 
emphasized the importance of cultural 
practices in shaping verbal activities. 
For example, prior to their research, it 
was assumed that “baby talk” was the 
same all over the world. They found, 
however, that “baby talk” is not univer-
sal and is linked to ideas that people 
have about children. 

In her ethnographic research, 
Schieffelin tape-records and tran-
scribes everyday social interactions 
in different speech communities. She 
has carried out research in Papua 
New Guinea since 1967, focusing 
not only on language socialization, 
but also on language change and the 
introduction of literacy into a nonliter-
ate society. In addition to this work in 
a relatively traditional society, Schief-
felin has worked in a number of urban 
speech communities in the United 
States, where linguistic diversity is 
apparent on every street corner. Her 
research in Philadelphia among Sino-
Vietnamese people focused on lan-
guage socialization and literacy, and 
her studies of Haitians in New York 
analyzed language socialization and 
code-switching practices. 

As a l inguist ic anthropologist, 
Schieffelin tries to integrate two per-
spectives. First, she focuses on how 
the study of language use can lead to 
insights into how culture is transmit-
ted from generation to generation in 
everyday social interactions. Second, 
she analyzes the ways in which lan-
guage expresses social relationships 
and cultural meanings across dif-
ferent social and political contexts. 
Recently, Schieffelin has been en-
gaged in research on how language 
relates to Bible translation and con-
version to Christianity in Papua New 
Guinea. She does research on how 
translations of parables and speech 
activit ies change the meaning of 
concepts of place and the body in 

the Christian missionization process 
among the native peoples such as 
the Bosavi. In addition, Schieffelin has 
been examining speech activities and 
language use on commercials on You-
Tube and icanhascheezburger.com 
and the use of texting by teenagers. 
This piqued the interest of many un-
dergraduates who began to explore 
the techniques used by linguistic an-
thropologists for exploring new types 
of media. Schieffelin’s work repre-
sents the most current developments 
in linguistic anthropology today. 

Linguistic anthropologists have 
broadened their vision of places in 
which to investigate language use—
including the legal, medical, scientifi c, 
educational, and political arenas—as 
these contexts are critical to under-
standing how power is acquired and 
distributed. They are also studying all 
varieties of literacy, including television, 
radio, and the Internet providing new 
perspectives on these new forms of 
global communication. 

 Anthropologists at Work 
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Bambi Schieffelin. 
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However, because of the huge amount of research 
undertaken in these different subfields—more than three 
hundred journals and hundreds of books are published 
every year—no one individual can keep abreast of all the 
developments across the discipline. Consequently, an-
thropologists usually specialize in one of the four sub-
fields. Nevertheless, most anthropologists are firmly 
committed to a holistic approach to understanding 
humankind—a broad, comprehensive account that 
draws on all four subfields under the umbrella of an-
thropology. This holistic approach involves the analysis 
of biological, environmental, psychological, economic, 
historical, social, and cultural conditions of humanity. 
In other words, anthropologists study the physical 
characteristics of humans, including their genetic en-
dowment, as well as their prehistoric, historical, and 
social and cultural environments. Through collabora-
tive studies among the various specialists in the four 
subfields, anthropologists can ask broadly framed ques-
tions about humanity. 

Anthropology does not limit itself to its own four 
subfields to realize its research agenda. Although it 
stands as a distinct discipline, anthropology has strong 
links to other social sciences. Cultural anthropology 
or ethnology, for instance, is closely related to sociol-
ogy. In the past, cultural anthropologists examined the 
traditional societies of the world, whereas sociologists 
focused on modern societies. Today, cultural anthropol-
ogists and sociologists explore many of the same soci-
eties using similar research approaches. For example, 
both rely on statistical and nonstatistical data when-
ever appropriate in their studies of different types of 
societies. 

As we shall discover in later chapters, cultural anthro-
pology also overlaps the fields of psychology, econom-
ics, and political science. Cultural anthropologists draw 
on psychology when they assess the behavior of people 
in other societies. Psychological questions bearing on 
perception, learning, and motivation all figure in ethno-
graphic fieldwork. Additionally, cultural anthropologists 
or ethnologists probe the economic and political behavior 
and thought of people in various societies, using these 
data for comparative purposes. 

Finally, anthropology dovetails considerably with the 
field of history, which, like anthropology, encompasses 
a broad range of events. Every human event that has 
ever taken place in the world is a potential topic for both 
historians and anthropologists. Historians describe and 
explain human events that have occurred throughout the 
world; anthropologists place their biological, archaeolog-
ical, linguistic, and ethnographic data in the context of 
these historical developments. 

Through the four subfields and the interdisci-
plinary approach, anthropologists have emphasized 
a global perspective. The global perspective enables 
anthropologists to consider the biological, environmental, 

psychological, economic, historical, social, and cultural 
conditions of humans at all times and in all places. 
Anthropologists do not limit themselves to understand-
ing a particular society or set of societies, but attempt to 
go beyond specific or local conditions and demonstrate 
the interconnections among societies throughout the 
world. This global perspective is used throughout this 
text to show how anthropologists situate their findings 
in the interconnecting worldwide context. 

Anthropological Explanations 
A fundamental question faced by anthropologists is 
how to evaluate the particular social, cultural, or bio-
logical data they gather. Human knowledge is rooted 
in personal experience, as well as in the beliefs, tradi-
tions, and norms maintained by the societies in which 
people live. This includes such knowledge as assump-
tions about putting on warm clothing in cold weather 
and bringing an umbrella if it is going to rain, for 
example. Yet, it also includes notions about how food 
should be prepared, what constitutes “appropriate” be-
havior, and what the appropriate social and cultural 
roles are for men and women. 

Religion constitutes another source of human 
knowledge. Religious beliefs and faith are most often 
derived from sacred texts, such as the Bible, Qur’an, 
and Talmud, but they are also based on intuitions, 
dreams, visions, and extrasensory perceptions. Most 
religious beliefs are cast in highly personal terms and, 
like personal knowledge, span a wide and diverse 
range. People who do not accept these culturally coded 
assumptions may be perceived as different, abnormal, 
or nonconformist by other members of their society. 
Yet, ethnographic and cross-cultural research in anthro-
pology demonstrates that such culturally constituted 
knowledge is not as general as we might think. This 
research indicates that as humans, we are not born with 
this knowledge. Such knowledge tends to vary both 
among different societies and among different groups 
within the same society. 

Popular perceptions about other cultures have often 
been based on ethnocentric attitudes. Ethnocentrism
is the practice of judging another society by the values 
and standards of one’s own society. To some degree, 
ethnocentrism is a universal phenomenon. As humans 
learn the basic values, beliefs, and norms of their soci-
ety, they tend to think of their own culture as prefera-
ble, and as what is normal, while ranking other cultures 
as less desirable. Members of a society may be so com-
mitted to their own cultural traditions that they cannot 
conceive of any other way of life. They often view other 
cultural traditions as strange or alien, perhaps even infe-
rior, crazy, or immoral. 

Such deeply ingrained perceptions are difficult to 
escape, even for anthropologists. Nineteenth-century 
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Scott Atran. 

SCOTT ATRAN:
Cultural Anthropologist 

B orn in 1952 in New York City, 
Scott Atran went to Columbia 
University as a Westinghouse 

mathematics scholar. At a student dem-
onstration against the Vietnam confl ict in 
1970, he met the famous anthropologist 
Margaret Mead and she invited him to 
work as her assistant at the American 
Museum of National History. In 1970, 
Atran also traveled to the Middle East 
for the first time, conducting fieldwork 
in Palestinian villages. As a graduate 
student in 1974, Atran organized a 
famous debate at the Abbaye de Roy-
aumont in France on the nature of uni-
versals in human thought and society, 
with the participation of some well-
known scholars such as the linguist 
Noam Chomsky, the psychologist Jean 
Piaget, the anthropologists Claude Lévi-
Strauss and Gregory Bateson, and the 
biologists François Jacob and Jacques 
Monod, which many consider a mile-
stone in the development of the field 
known as cognitive science. 

Atran continued observing societies 
as he traveled overland from Portugal 
to China, via Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
Landing again in the Middle East, he 
conducted ethnographic research on 
kinship and social ties, land tenure, and 
political economy among the Druze, a 
religious group in Israel and Lebanon. 
Later, Atran became a pioneer in the 
study of the foundations of biological 
thinking in Western science and other 
Native American Indian groups such as 
the Itzá  Maya in Mexico. This research 
became the basis of his well-known 
books Cognitive Foundations of Natu-
ral History: Towards an Anthropology of 
Science and  The Native Mind and the 
Cultural Construction of Nature, and 
Plants of the Peten Itzá Maya, which il-
lustrate how people throughout the 
world classified biological species of 
plants and animals in very similar ways. 

Later, Atran began an investiga-
tion of the cognitive and evolutionary 

foundations of religion, which resulted in 
his widely acclaimed book In Gods We 
Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of 
Religion published by Oxford Press. In 
this book Atran, explores the psycho-
logical foundations of religion and how 
it has become a universal feature of all 
human societies. Currently, his most re-
cent work is on the characteristics asso-
ciated with suicide bombers and political 
and religious terrorism in different areas of 
the world. Atran has been funded by the 
National Science Foundation and other 
agencies to study the phenomena of ter-
rorism and this has included fieldwork 
and interviews with imprisoned Al Qaeda 
members and their supporters in Europe, 
the Middle East, Central and Southeast 
Asia, and North Africa. His recent book 
Talking to the Enemy: Faith, Brother-
hood and the (Un)Making of Terrorists
is based on this long-term research. In 
March, 2010 Atran testified before the 
Senate Armed Services Subcommittee 
on Emerging Threats and Capabilities 
today on “Pathways to and from Violent 
Extremism: The Case for Science-Based 
Field Research.” His testimony can 
be seen at http://www.edge.org/3rd_
culture/atran10/atran10_index.html .

Atran has taught at Cambridge Uni-
versity, Hebrew University in Jerusa-
lem, and the École des hautes études 
in Paris. He is currently a research di-
rector in anthropology at the Centre 
national de la recherche scientifi que (The 
Center for Scientific Research) based 
in Paris and is a member of the Jean 
Nicod Institute at the École normale 
supérieure. He is also visiting profes-
sor of psychology and public policy at 
the University of Michigan, presidential 
scholar in sociology at the John Jay 
College of Criminal Justice in New York 
City, and co-founder of ARTIS Research 
and Risk Modeling. Atran’s broadly inter-
disciplinary scientifi c studies on human 
reasoning processes and cultural man-
agement of the environment, and on re-
ligion and terrorism, have been featured 
around the world in science publications, 
such as Science, Nature, Proceedings of 

the National Academy of Sciences USA,
and Brain and Behavioral Sciences,
as well as the popular press, including 
features stories with BBC television and 
radio, National Public Radio, The Wall 
Street Journal, and Newsweek. He has 
been the subject of a cover story in The 
New York Times Magazine (“Darwin’s 
God,” 2007) and has written numerous 
op-eds for the New York Times.

Atran has teamed up with psycholo-
gists and political scientists, including 
Douglas Medin and Robert Axelrod, to 
experiment extensively on the ways sci-
entists and ordinary people categorize 
and reason about nature, on the cogni-
tive and evolutionary psychology of reli-
gion, and on the role of sacred values in 
political and cultural confl ict. Based on 
recent fi eldwork, he has testifi ed before 
the U.S. Congress and has repeatedly 
briefed National Security Council staff 
at the White House on paths to violent 
extremism among youth in Southeast 
and South Asia, the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Europe. Atran has utilized his 
knowledge and research as a cultural 
anthropologist to help understand some 
of the basic questions of human life and 
also to contribute to solving some of our 
current problems with globally-spon-
sored political and religious terrorism. 

Explore the Concept on

myanthrolab.com
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http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/atran10/atran10_index.html
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anthropologists, for example, often reinforced eth-
nocentric beliefs about other societies. The twentieth 
century saw the co-opting of anthropological data to 
serve specific political and social ends. As the twen-
tieth century progressed, however, anthropologists 
increasingly began to recognize the biases that pre-
vented the interpretation of other cultures in more 
valid, systematic ways. 

The Scientifi c Method 
Given the preceding concerns, it is critical to under-
stand how anthropological interpretations are evaluated. 
In contrast to personal knowledge and religious faith, 
anthropological knowledge is not based on traditional 
wisdom or revelations. Rather, anthropologists employ 
the scientific method, a system of logic used to evalu-
ate data derived from systematic observation. Research-
ers rely upon the scientific method to investigate both 
the natural and the social worlds because the approach 
allows them to make claims about knowledge and to 
verify those claims with systematic, logical reasoning. 
Through critical thinking and skeptical thought, scientists 
strive to suspend judgment about any claim for knowl-
edge until it has been verified. 

Testability and  verifiability lie at the core of the 
scientific method. There are two ways of developing 
testable propositions: the inductive method and the 
deductive method. In the inductive method, the sci-
entist first makes observations and collects data (see 
Figure 1.2). 

Many of the data collected are referred to as vari-
ables. A variable is any piece of data that changes 
from case to case. For example, a person’s height, 

weight, age, and sex all constitute variables. Research-
ers use the observations about different variables to 
develop hypotheses about the data. A hypothesis
is a testable proposition concerning the relationship 
between particular sets of variables in the collected 
data. The practice of testing hypotheses is the major 
focus of the scientific method, as scientists test one an-
other’s hypotheses to confirm or refute them. If a hy-
pothesis is found to be valid, it may be woven together 
with other hypotheses into a more general theory. 
Theories are statements that explain hypotheses 
and observations about natural or social phenomena. 
Because of their explanatory nature, theories often 
encompass a variety of hypotheses and observations. 
One of the most comprehensive theories in anthropol-
ogy is the theory of evolution (see Chapter 3). This 
theory helps explain a diversity of hypotheses about 
biological and natural phenomena, as well as discover-
ies by paleoanthropologists and geneticists. 

In contrast to the inductive method, the deductive 
method of scientific research begins with a general the-
ory from which scientists develop testable hypotheses. 
Data are then collected to evaluate these hypotheses. 
Initial hypotheses are sometimes referred to as “guess-
timates” because they may be based on guesswork by 
the scientist. These hypotheses are tested through experi-
mentation and replication. As with the inductive method, 
scientists test and retest hypotheses and theories to 
ensure the reliability of observations made. 

Through these methods, researchers do not arrive 
at absolute truths. Theories may be invalidated or falsi-
fied by contradictory observations. Yet, even if numerous 
observations and hypotheses suggest that a particular 
theory is true, the theory always remains open to fur-
ther testing and evaluation. The systematic evaluation of 
hypotheses and theories enables scientists to state their 
conclusions with a certainty that cannot be applied to 
personal and culturally construed knowledge. 

Despite the thoroughness and verification that 
characterize the research, anthropological explanations 
have limitations. Anthropologists must grapple with the 
myriad of complex, interwoven variables that influence 
human society and biological processes. The complexi-
ties of the phenomena being studied make it difficult to 
assess all of the potential variables, and disagreements 
about interpretations are common. Consequently, con-
clusions are frequently presented as tentative and hypo-
thetical. The point here, however, is not that progress 
is impossible. Anthropological evidence can be veri-
fied or discarded by making assumptions explicit and 
weeding out contradictory, subjective knowledge. Poor 
hypotheses are rejected and replaced by better explana-
tions. Explanations can be made stronger by drawing 
on independent lines of evidence to support and evalu-
ate theories. This process makes the scientific method 
much more effective than other means of acquiring 
knowledge. Figure 1.2  Deductive and inductive research methods. 

Deductive Method

HYPOTHESIS:
derived from theory,

tested by specific
observation

GENERAL
THEORY

SPECIFIC
OBSERVATIONS

EXPLANATION:
derived from specific
observation, builds

general theory

Inductive Method
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A. PETER CASTRO: 
Applied Anthropologist 

C onfl ict over use of the environ-
ment is a theme that unites 
A. Peter Castro’s work as an 

applied cultural anthropologist, includ-
ing his more than two decades of ser-
vice as a consultant for the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, the United States Agency for 
International Development, the United 
Nations Development Program, CARE, 
and other organizations. Conflict is a 
ubiquitous aspect of human existence. 
While disputes may be an important 
means for people to assert their rights, 
interests, and needs, conflicts can 
escalate into violence that threatens 
both lives and livelihoods. Castro has 
used his perspective, skills, and knowl-
edge as a cultural anthropologist to 
address issues related to understand-
ing and dealing with environmental 
conflicts in participatory and peaceful 
ways. Besides his ongoing work as a 
consultant, he incorporates confl ict is-
sues into his classes in the Anthropol-
ogy Department of the Maxwell School 
of Citizenship and Public Affairs at Syra-
cuse University, where he is an associ-
ate professor. 

Castro’s interest in environmen-
tal confl icts refl ects his rural California 

upbringing, where farm worker union-
ization struggles, debates about off-
shore oil development, and conflicts 
over housing and commercial expan-
sion were everyday occurrences. He 
credits his professors at the University 
of California, Santa Barbara, where 
he obtained his undergraduate and 
graduate degrees, with giving him the 
inspiration and the training to use cul-
tural anthropology to address press-
ing social and environmental issues. 
As an undergraduate, Castro was a 
research assistant on a number of 
applied anthropology projects. In 
classes and through long discussions 
outside of class, he learned invaluable 
lessons from various professors about 

issues in health care and agricultural 
programs and about the importance 
of linking local, national, and global 
dimensions of human and environmen-
tal crises. Castro’s Ph.D. advisor, David 
Brokensha, has a distinguished record 
as an applied anthropologist and was 
instrumental in providing opportuni-
ties for Castro to develop contacts in 
international agencies. Brokensha was 
one of the founders of the Institute for 
Development Anthropology, a nonprofi t 
research and educational organization 
dedicated to applying anthropological 
theories and methods to improving the 
condition of the world’s poor. 

Castro’s early work as an ap-
plied anthropologist for international 

 Anthropologists at Work 

A. Peter Castro with a man and woman in Ethiopia. 

Anthropology and the Humanities 
The scientific method is not the only means used by 
anthropologists to study different societies and cul-
tures. Anthropologists also employ a more humanistic- 
interpretive approach as they study cultures. Think 
of this analogy. When botanists examine a flower, 
they attempt to understand the different components 
of the plant within a scientific framework; they ana-
lyze the biochemical and physical aspects of the flower. 
However, when painters, poets, or novelists perceive 
a flower, they understand the plant from an aesthetic 
standpoint. They might interpret the flower as a sym-
bolic phenomenon that represents nature. The sci-
entist and the humanist use different approaches 

and perspectives when examining the natural world. 
Anthropologists employ a humanistic-interpretive 
approach in many circumstances. 

James Peacock uses another type of analogy to 
discuss the difference between the scientific and the 
humanistic-interpretive approaches in anthropology 
(1986). Peacock draws from the field of photography to 
construct his analogy. He discusses the “harsh light” of 
the rigor of scientific analysis, used to study the biologi-
cal and material conditions of a society, versus the “soft 
focus” used when interpreting the symbols, art, literature, 
religion, or music of different societies. Peacock con-
cludes that both the “harsh light” and the “soft focus” are 
vital ingredients of the anthropological perspective. 
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organizations focused on practical 
aspects of planning, managing, and 
evaluating community forestry pro-
grams and projects. Although confl ict 
between communities and public for-
est administrators often helped propel 
the rise of such programs and projects, 
conflict itself was not initially seen by 
offi cials and technical offi cers as a topic 
of concern. Nonetheless, Castro found 
that, whether carrying out applied eth-
nographic fi eldwork on deforestation in 
Kenya for the United States Agency for 
International Development or prepar-
ing a literature-based review of indig-
enous forest management practices 
for the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation, one needed to take such is-
sues into account. For example, it was 
apparent that conservation efforts in 
Kenya could not be understood without 
relating them to long struggles involv-
ing different rural groups, government 
agencies, commercial interests, and 
other stakeholders. In addition, Cas-
tro discovered through ethnographic 
interviews and archival research that 
confl icting interests had sometimes ne-
gotiated agreements calling for locally 
based management or collaborative 
activities that still had relevance today 
(for example, see Castro’s book  Fac-
ing Kirinyaga: A Social History of Forest 
Commons in Southern Mount Kenya,

1995). Castro’s concern with integrat-
ing historical analysis, as well as confl ict 
analysis, into international development 
planning is illustrated in his edited col-
lection of articles on the theme “Histori-
cal Consciousness and Development 
Planning” in the interdisciplinary journal 
World Development (1998). 

The importance of dealing with 
environmental confl icts became starkly 
clear when Castro was asked by the 
United Nations Development Pro-
gram (UNDP) in 1992 to serve as team 
leader for the midterm evaluation of 
Bangladesh’s Social Forestry Project, a 
countrywide effort being implemented 
at a cost of $46 million. The project 
was supposed to create the capacity 
for Bangladesh’s Forestry Department 
to engage in community-oriented train-
ing, tree planting, and resource pro-
tection. While the project had many 
accomplishments, it also had severe 
problems in many areas due to lack 
of public participation (see Castro and 
Nielsen 2005). Sadly, a project meant 
to address some long-standing con-
flicts sometimes served to intensify 
them. The evaluation mission identifi ed 
these issues, but because the UNDP 
could not compel changes, it termi-
nated the project early in some tribal 
areas where conflict was becoming 
particularly intense. 

Castro has been working as a con-
sultant for the Forestry Department 
of the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations (FAO), 
writing and editing a number of pub-
lications aimed at providing informa-
tion and practical training on natural 
resource conflict management. He 
co-edited a useful book with Antonio 
Engel called Negotiation and Media-
tion Techniques for Natural Resource 
Management in 2007. This book has 
been used widely by applied anthro-
pologists and others in development 
work and can be found at ftp://ftp.fao
.org/docrep/fao/010/ai052e/ai052e00
.pdf. In 2009, Castro participated in 
a United Nations University of Peace 
conference in Sudan and wrote a 
paper about conflict management 
in the Darfur area. The paper can be 
downloaded at http://www.africa.
upeace.org/documents/environment_
fi les.pdf . Currently, Castro is co-editing 
a book Climate Change and Threat-
ened Communities with David Broken-
sha and Dan Taylor. Castro’s work as 
an applied anthropologist has been 
recognized throughout the world. 

Explore the Concept on

myanthrolab.com

Cultural anthropologists utilize the humanistic- 
interpretive method as they conduct ethnographic 
research. However, archaeologists also try to employ 
these same methods when examining artifacts from an-
cient societies. When cultural anthropologists or archae-
ologists examine various practices and institutions in 
different societies, they often find that an outsider can-
not easily comprehend these phenomena. In order to 
comprehend these different practices and institutions, 
cultural anthropologists or archaeologists often have to 
interpret these phenomena, just as one might interpret 
a literary, poetic, or religious text. Cultural beliefs and 
practices may not be easily translatable from one soci-
ety to another. Cultural anthropologists or archaeologists 

frequently find practices and institutions that have mean-
ing and significance only within a specific language and 
culture. Cultural anthropologists or archaeologists en-
deavor to understand cultural practices or institutions that 
may have rich, deep, localized meaning within the soci-
ety being examined, but that are not easily converted into 
transcultural or cross-cultural meaning. We focus more 
thoroughly on this humanistic-interpretive approach in 
Chapter 6 on anthropological explanations. 

Thus, in addition to its interconnections with the 
natural and social sciences, the discipline of anthropol-
ogy is aligned with the humanistic fields of inquiry. This 
is particularly true with respect to the field of cultural 
anthropology, as these researchers are involved in the 

http://www.africa.upeace.org/documents/environment_files.pdf
http://www.africa.upeace.org/documents/environment_files.pdf
http://www.africa.upeace.org/documents/environment_files.pdf
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study of different contemporary cultures. When par-
ticipating in the life and experience of people in vari-
ous societies, ethnographers must confront a multitude 
of different behaviors and values that may have to be 
translated and interpreted. As mentioned above, archae-
ologists also confront this type of problem when studying 
past cultures and civilizations from different regions of 
the world. Similar issues confront linguistic anthropolo-
gists as they translate and understand various languages. 

Many anthropologists explore the creative cultural 
dimensions of humanity, such as myth, folklore, poetry, 
art, music, and mythology. Ethnopoetics is the study of 
poetry and how it relates to the experiences of people 
in different societies; for example, a provocative study of 
the poetry of a nomadic tribe of Bedouins in the Middle 
East has yielded new insights into the concepts of honor 
and shame in this society (Abu-Lughod 1987). Another re-
lated field, ethnomusicology, is devoted to the study of 
musical traditions in various societies throughout the 
world. Ethnomusicologists record and analyze music and 
the traditions that give rise to musical expression, explor-
ing similarities and differences in musical performance and 
composition. Ethnomusicologist Dale Olsen completed 
a fascinating study of Japanese music in South America. 
There are Japanese minority populations in the countries 
of Peru, Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and Bolivia. Olsen has 
studied the musical forms, both popular and classical, of 
these Japanese minorities and how they reflect the main-
tenance of ethnicity and culture in South America (2004). 
Other anthropologists study the art of particular societies, 
such as pottery styles among Native American groups. 

Studies of fine art conducted by anthropologists 
have contributed to a more richly hued, global portrait of 
humankind. Artistic traditions spring up in all societies, and 
anthropologists have shed light on the music, myths, po-
etry, literature, and art of non-Western 
and other remote peoples. As a result, 
we now have a keener appreciation of 
the diverse creative abilities exhibited 
by humans throughout the world. As 
anthropologists analyze these humanis-
tic and artistic traditions, they broaden 
our understanding of the economic, so-
cial, political, and religious conditions 
that prevail within these societies. 

One fundamental difference exists 
between the scientific and the humanistic-
interpretive aspects of anthropology. 
This difference pertains to the amount 
of progress one can achieve within 
these two different but complemen-
tary enterprises. Science has produced 
a cumulative increase in its knowledge 
base through its methodology. Thus, 
in the fields of astronomy, physics, 
chemistry, biology, and anthropology, 
there has been significant progress in 

the accumulation of knowledge; we know much more 
about these fields of science than our ancestors knew in 
the fifteenth or nineteenth century. As a result of scientific 
discoveries and developments, the scientific knowledge in 
these areas has definitely become more effective in offer-
ing explanations regarding the natural and social world. As 
we shall see in Chapter 6 on anthropological explanations, 
anthropologists today have a much better understanding 
of human behavior and culture than did anthropologists in 
the nineteenth century. Through the use of the scientific 
method, anthropology has been able to make strides in 
assessing human behavior and cultural developments. 

In contrast, one cannot discuss the progress in the 
humanities in the same manner. Myth, literature, music, 
and poetry have not progressed in the way that scien-
tific explanations have. One certainly cannot say that 
the literature or music of the twenty-first century has 
progressed beyond that of Sophocles’, Shakespeare’s, 
Dante’s, Bach’s, or Beethoven’s time period. As we shall 
see, the various humanistic endeavors involving beliefs, 
myths, and artistic expression in small-scale and ancient 
civilizations are extremely sophisticated and symbolically 
complex, and one cannot assess modern societies as 
“superior” or more “progressive” in those domains. 

The essence of anthropology consists of understanding 
and explaining human behavior and culture with endeavors 
monopolized by no single approach. Such an enlarged per-
spective within anthropology requires peaceful coexistence 
between scientism and humanism, despite their differ-
ences. In a recent discussion of this issue within anthropol-
ogy, Anne Campbell and Patricia Rice suggest that many 
anthropologists do not agree with one another’s assump-
tions from either a humanistic or a scientific perspective be-
cause of their philosophical commitments to one or the other 
area (Campbell and Rice 2003). However, anthropologists

Ethnomusicologists study the musical traditions of different societies. This photo shows a 
group from North India playing traditional musical instruments. 
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recognize these differences among themselves, and this is 
helpful, to a great degree, in making progress in our field 
because we continue to criticize and challenge one anoth-
er’s assumptions and orientations, which results in better 
understanding of both the scientific explanations and the 
humanistic understandings within our field. 

What we are going to find in this textbook is that 
the many great syntheses of anthropological knowledge 
require the fusion of both the scientific and the humanis-
tic perspectives. When the archaeologist studies the preci-
sion and beauty embodied in the 4,500-year-old pyramids 
of the Egyptian civilization, he (or she) finds that their 
inspiration came partly from the mathematics of numbers 
considered sacred and divine and partly from the emula-
tion of nature. Both scientific and humanistic approaches 
enable anthropologists to study the sacred and the mun-
dane aspects of nature and culture. When anthropologists 
combine the scientific and humanistic approaches, they 
can discover what is transcultural and universal and what 
is unique to specific societies. This is the major goal of 
anthropological research to determine the similarity and 
differences of humans in the past and the present. 

Why Study Anthropology? 
Many students today question the practical benefits of 
their educational experience. Hence, you might ask, “Why 
study anthropology?” First, anthropology contributes to 
a general liberal arts education, which helps students 
develop intellectually and personally, as well as profes-
sionally. Numerous studies indicate that a well-rounded 
education contributes to a person’s success in any chosen 
career, and because of its broad interdisciplinary nature, 
anthropology is especially well-suited to this purpose. 

Critical Thinking and Global 
Awareness 
In the context of a liberal arts education, anthropology 
and anthropological research cultivate critical thinking 
skills. As we noted earlier, the scientific method relies on 
constant evaluation of, and critical thinking about, data 
collected in the field. By being exposed to the cultures 
and lifestyles of unfamiliar societies, students may adopt 
a more critical and analytical stance toward conditions 
in their own society. Critical thinking skills enhance the 
reasoning abilities of students wherever life takes them. 

Anthropology also creates an expanding global aware-
ness and an appreciation for cultures other than our own. 
In this age of rapid communication, worldwide travel, and 
increasing economic interconnections, young people pre-
paring for careers in the twenty-first century must recog-
nize and show sensitivity toward the cultural differences 
among peoples, while understanding the fundamental 
similarities that make us all distinctly human. In this age of 
cultural diversity and increasing internationalization, sus-
taining this dual perception of underlying similar human 

characteristics and outward cultural differences has both 
practical and moral benefits. Nationalistic, ethnic, and 
racial bigotry are rife today in many parts of the world, 
yet our continuing survival and happiness depend upon 
greater mutual understanding. Anthropology promotes a 
cross-cultural perspective that allows us to see ourselves 
as part of one human family in the midst of tremendous 
diversity. Our society needs not just citizens of some 
local region or group but also, and more importantly, 
world citizens who can work cooperatively in an inescap-
ably multicultural and multinational world to solve our 
most pressing problems of bigotry, poverty, and violence. 

In addition, an anthropology course gives students 
a chance to delve into a discipline whose roots lie in 
both the sciences and the humanities. As we have seen, 
anthropology brings to bear rigorous scientific methods 
and models in examining the causes of human evolution, 
behavior, and social relationships. But anthropologists also 
try to achieve a humanistic understanding of other societ-
ies in all their rich cultural complexity. Anthropology casts 
a wide net, seeking an understanding of ancient and con-
temporary peoples, biological and societal developments, 
and human diversity and similarities throughout the world. 

Viewing life from the anthropological perspective, 
students will also gain a greater understanding of their 
personal lives in the context of the long period of human 
evolution and development. In learning about behavior 
patterns and cultural values in distant societies, students 
question and acquire new insights into their own behavior. 
Thus, anthropology nurtures personal enlightenment and 
self-awareness, which are fundamental goals of education. 

While these general goals are laudable, the study of 
anthropology also offers more pragmatic applications 
(Omohundro 1998). As seen in the discussion of applied 
anthropology, all of the traditional subfields of anthropol-
ogy have areas of study with direct relevance to mod-
ern life. Many students have found it useful to combine 
an anthropology minor or major with another major. For 
example, given the increasingly multicultural and inter-
national focus of today’s world, students preparing for 
careers in business, management, marketing, or public 
service may find it advantageous to have some anthropol-
ogy courses on their résumés. The concepts and knowl-
edge gleaned from anthropology may enable students to 
find practical applications for dealing with issues of cul-
tural and ethnic diversity and multiculturalism on a daily 
basis. Similarly, policy makers in federal, state, and local 
governments may find it useful to have an understand-
ing of historic preservation issues and cultural resource 
management concerns. In education, various aspects of 
anthropology—including the study of evolution, the hu-
man past, and non-European cultures and the interpreta-
tion of cultural and social phenomena—are increasingly 
being integrated into elementary and secondary school 
curricula. Education majors preparing for the classroom 
can draw on their background in anthropology to provide 
a more insightful context for some of these issues. 
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Summary 
Anthropology consists of four subfields: physical anthro-
pology, archaeology, linguistic anthropology, and cultural 
anthropology or ethnology. Each of these subfields uses 
distinctive methods to examine humanity in the past and 
in all areas of the world today. Physical anthropologists 
investigate human evolution and the physical variation 
of human populations across many geographical regions. 
Archaeologists study the past by analyzing artifacts (ma-
terial remains) of past societies. Linguistic anthropologists 
focus their studies on languages, seeking out historical rela-
tionships among languages, pursuing clues to the evolution 
of particular languages, and comparing one language with 
another to determine differences and similarities. Cultural 
anthropologists conduct fieldwork in various societies to 
examine people’s lifestyles. They describe these societies 
in written studies, called ethnographies which highlight 
behavior and thought patterns characteristic of the people 
studied. In examining societies, cultural anthropologists 

use systematic research methods and strategies, primarily 
participant observation, which involves participating in the 
daily activities of the people they are studying. 

Anthropologists draw on the scientific method to 
investigate humanity, while recognizing the limitations of 
science in grasping the subtleties of human affairs. Yet, 
anthropology is also a humanistic discipline that focuses 
on such cultural elements as art, music, and religion. By 
bridging the sciences and the humanities, anthropology 
enables us to look at humanity’s biological and cultural 
heritage with a broad perspective. 

For students, anthropology creates a global aware-
ness and a deep appreciation of humanity past and pres-
ent. By evaluating anthropological data, students develop 
critical thinking skills. And the process of anthropological 
inquiry—exploring other cultures and comparing them to 
one’s own—sheds light on one’s personal situation as a 
human being in a particular time and place. 

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com

Questions to Think About 
 1.  As an anthropologist on a starship in the twenty-first 

century, you are a specialist in “first contact” situa-
tions. Briefly describe your goals and methods. 

 2.  As an anthropologist, you find out about the exis-
tence of a group of humans in the Amazon rainforest 
that have never been contacted. How would you use 
the four subfields of anthropology to investigate this 
human community? 

 3.  How do anthropologists utilize the scientific method 
in their studies? What are the limitations of the scien-
tific method in anthropological studies? 

 4.  You are talking with a friend who asks, “Why would 
anyone want to study anthropology? What practi-
cal benefits can be gained from taking a course in 
anthropology?” How would you answer your friend? 

 5.  What is the holistic approach, and how is it related 
to anthropology and its four subfields, as well as to 
other disciplines? 

anthropology 
applied anthropology 
archaeology 
artifacts 
cultural anthropology 
deductive method 
ethnoarchaeology 
ethnocentrism

ethnography
ethnologist
ethnology
ethnomusicology
ethnopoetics
fossils
historical linguistics 
holistic

hypothesis
inductive method 
linguistic anthropology 
linguistics
middens
paleoanthropology 
participant observation 
primates

primatology
scientific method 
sociolinguistics
structural linguistics 
theories
variable 

Key Terms 

For further information about topics covered in this chap-
ter, go to MyAnthroLab at  www.myanthrolab.com and 
access the following readings in MyAnthroLibrary: 

 Katharine Milton,  The Evolution of a Physical Anthropologist . 

 Richard E. Blanton,  Archaeologist at Work . 
 Terence E. Hays,  From Ethnographer to Comparativist and 

Back Again .                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
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Chapter Questions 

� How does evolutionary theory differ from origin myths? 

� What is natural selection? 

� What are the earliest forms of hominids, and what 
makes them different from other primates? 

� How does Homo habilis differ from the 
australopithecines?

� How do anthropologists explain the migration 
of Homo erectus  out of Africa? 

� What are the cultural characteristics of  Homo erectus?

� What are the physical and cultural characteristics 
of the Neandertals of Europe? 

� What are the three different models of evolutionary 
development of modern humans? 

� What are the cultural features of the Upper Paleolithic? 

� What factors of natural selection are thought to have 
been responsible for differences of skin color in modern 
humans?

Many origin myths deal with the origin of humans 
in the context of the origin of the universe. For exam-
ple, the Navajo Indians traditionally believed that Holy 
People, supernatural and sacred, lived below ground 
in twelve lower worlds. A massive underground flood 
forced the Holy People to crawl through a hollow reed 
to the surface of the Earth, where they created the uni-
verse. A deity named Changing Woman gave birth to 
the Hero Twins, called Monster Slayer and Child of the 
Waters. Mortals, called Earth Surface People, emerged, 
and First Man and First Woman were formed from the 
ears of white and yellow corn. 

Another cosmological tradition, found in India, teaches 
that life resulted from the opening of a cosmic egg, which 
is the source of all life. In China, in the religious tradition 
of Taoism, the male and female principles known as  yin
and yang are the spiritual and material sources for the ori-
gins of humans and other living forms. Yin is the passive, 
negative, feminine force or principle in the universe, the 
source of cold and darkness; yang is the active, positive, 
masculine force or principle in the universe, the source of 
heat and light. Taoists believe that the interaction of these 
two opposite, yet complementary principles brought forth 
the universe and all living forms out of chaos. 

Western Origin Myths In the Western tradition, 
the ancient Greeks had various mythological explana-
tions for the origin of humans. One early view was that 
Prometheus fashioned humans out of water and earth. 
Another had Zeus ordering Pyrrha to throw stones be-
hind his back; these stones became men and women. 
Later Greek cosmological views considered biological 
evolution. Thales of Miletus (c. 636–546 B.C.) argued that 
life originated in the sea and that humans initially were 
fishlike, eventually moving onto dry land and evolv-
ing into mammals. A few hundred years later Aristotle 
(384–322 B.C.) suggested an early theory of creation 
through evolution. Based on comparative physiology 
and anatomy, his argument stated that life had evolved 
from simple lower forms such as single-celled amoebas 
to complex higher forms such as humans. 

The most important cosmological tradition that in-
fluenced Western views of creation is found in the Book 
of Genesis in the Bible. This Judaic tradition describes 
how God created the cosmos. It begins with “In the begin-
ning God created the heaven and the earth,” emphasizing 
that the Creation took six days, during which light, heaven, 
Earth, vegetation, Sun, Moon, stars, birds, fish, animals, and 
humans were formed. In Genesis, the creator is given a 
name, Yahweh, and is responsible for creating man, Adam, 
from “dust” and placing him in the Garden of Eden. Adam 
names the animals and birds. Woman, Eve, is created from 
Adam’s rib. Eventually, according to this ancient Hebrew 
tradition, Yahweh discovers that his two human creations 
have disobeyed his laws and have eaten fruit from the 
forbidden tree of knowledge of good and evil. Yahweh 
expels Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. 
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Theories of Evolution 

T
he most profound human questions are the ones 
that perplex us the most: Who are we? Why are 
we here? Where did we come from? What is our 
place in the universe? What is the purpose of 

our lives? Is there a purpose to our lives? What happens 
after death? Universally, all peoples have posed these ques-
tions throughout time. Most cultures have developed so-
phisticated beliefs and myths to provide answers to these 
fundamentally important questions. Cosmologies are con-
ceptual frameworks that present the universe (the cosmos) 
as an orderly system and include answers to those basic 
questions about the place of humankind in the universe. 

Origin Myths 
Traditionally, the questions posed above have been the 
basis for origin myths, usually considered the most sacred 
of all cosmological conceptions. Origin myths account for 
the ways in which supernatural beings or forces formed 
the Earth and people. They are transmitted from genera-
tion to generation through ritual, education, laws, art, and 
cultural performances such as dance and music. They are 
highly symbolic and are expressed in a language rich with 
various levels of meaning. These supernatural explana-
tions are accepted on the basis of faith and have provided 
partially satisfying answers to these profound questions. 
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As generations pass, humans continue to disobey 
God’s laws. As punishment, God produces a cata-
strophic flood that destroys all of his creations except 
Noah and his family, the descendants of Adam and 
Eve. Noah and his family take two of every animal on 
an ark built according to God’s directions. Noah, his 
family, and the different species of animals are saved 
from the flood on the ark. Eventually, Noah and his 
family give birth to all the peoples throughout the Earth. 
Later, as the Judeo-Christian tradition spread throughout 
Europe, the biblical cosmology became the dominant 
origin myth in the Western world. 

In Europe before the Renaissance, the Judeo-Chris-
tian view of creation provided the only framework for 
understanding humanity’s position in the universe. The 
versions of creation discussed in the biblical text fostered 
a specific concept of time: a linear, non-repetitive, unique 
historical framework that began with divine creation. 
These events were chronicled in the Bible; there was no 
concept of an ancient past stretching far back in time 
before human memory. This view led some theologians 
to attempt to calculate the precise age of the Earth on the 
basis of information in the Bible, such as references to 
births and deaths and the number of generations. One of 
the best known of these calculations was done by Arch-
bishop James Ussher of Ireland (1581–1665). By calculat-
ing the number of generations mentioned in the Bible, 
Ussher dated the beginning of the universe to the year 
4004 B.C. Thus, according to Bishop Ussher’s estimate, 
the Earth was approximately 6,000 years old. 

The biblical account of creation led to a static, fixed 
view of plant and animal species and the age of the 
Earth. Because the Bible recounted the creation of 
the world and everything on it in six days, medieval theo-
logians reasoned that the various species of plants and 
animals must be fixed in nature. God had created plant 

and animal species to fit perfectly within specific envi-
ronments and did not intend for them to change. They 
had been unaltered since the time of the divine creation, 
and no new species had emerged. This idea regarding 
the permanence of species influenced the thinking of 
many early scholars and theologians. 

The Scientifi c Revolution 
In the Europe during the Renaissance (c. 1450 A.D.), scien-
tific discoveries began to influence conceptions about the 
age of the Earth and humanity’s relationship to the rest of 
the universe. Copernicus and Galileo presented the novel 
idea that the Earth is just one of many planets revolving 
around the Sun, rather than the center of the universe, 
as had traditionally been believed. As this idea became 
accepted, humans could no longer view themselves and 
their planet as the center of the universe. This shift in 
cosmological thinking set the stage for entirely new views 
of humanity’s links to the rest of the natural world. New 
developments in the geological sciences began to expand 
radically the scientific estimates of the age of the Earth. 
These and other scientific discoveries in astronomy, bi-
ology, chemistry, mathematics, and other disciplines dra-
matically transformed Western thought (Henry 2002). 

Among the most dramatic ideas to result from the sci-
entific revolution was the scientific theory of evolution, 
which sees plant and animal species originating through 
a gradual process of development from earlier forms. Al-
though it is not intended to contradict cosmologies, it is 
based on a different kind of knowledge. Cosmological 
explanations frequently involve divine or supernatural 
forces that are, by their nature, impossible for human be-
ings to observe. We accept them and believe in them, on 
the basis of faith. Scientific theories of evolution, in con-
trast, are derived from the belief that the universe oper-

ates according to regular processes that can be 
observed. The scientific method is not a rigid 
framework that provides indisputable answers. 
Instead, scientific theories are propositions that 
can be evaluated by future testing and observa-
tion. Acceptance of the theory of evolution is 
based on observations in many areas of geol-
ogy, paleontology, and biology. 

Darwin, Wallace, and Natural 
Selection
Two individuals strongly influenced by the 
scientific revolution were Charles Robert Dar-
win (1809–1882) and Alfred Russel Wallace 
(1823–1913), nineteenth-century British natu-
ralists. Through their careful observations and 
their identification of a plausible mechanism for 

Michelangelo’s painting in the Sistine Chapel shows the 
biblical tradition of human creation.
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evolutionary change, they transformed perspectives of the 
origin of species. Impressed by the variation in living spe-
cies and their interaction with the environment, Darwin and 
Wallace independently developed an explanation of why 
this variation occurs and the basic mechanism of evolution. 
This mechanism is known as natural selection, which can 
be defined as genetic change in a population resulting from 
differential reproductive success. This is now recognized as 
one of the four principal evolutionary processes. 

Beginning in 1831, Darwin traveled for five years on 
a British ship, the HMS Beagle, on a voyage around the 
world. During this journey, he collected numerous plant 
and animal species from many different environments. 
In the 1840s and 1850s, Wallace observed different spe-
cies of plants and animals during an expedition to the 
Amazon and later continued his observations in South-
east Asia and on the islands off Malaysia. Darwin and 
Wallace arrived at the theory of natural selection inde-
pendently, but Darwin went on to present a thorough 
and completely documented statement of the theory in 
his book On the Origin of Species, published in 1859. 

In their theory of natural selection, Darwin and Wal-
lace emphasized the enormous variation that exists in 
all plant and animal species. They combined this ob-
servation with those of Thomas Malthus (1766–1834), 
a nineteenth-century English clergyman and political 
economist whose work focused on human populations. 
Malthus was concerned with population growth and the 
constraints that limited food supplies had on popula-
tion size. Darwin and Wallace realized that similar pres-
sures operate in nature. Living creatures produce more 

offspring than can generally be expected to survive and 
reproduce. For the thousands of tadpoles that hatch 
from eggs, few live to maturity. Similarly, only a small 
number of the seeds from a maple tree germinate and 
grow into trees. In recognizing the validity of this fact, 
Darwin and Wallace realized that there would be  selec-
tion in which organisms survived. What factors would 
determine their survival? 

Variation within species and reproductive success 
are the basis of natural selection. Darwin and Wallace 
reasoned that certain individuals in a species may 
be born with particular characteristics or traits that make 
them better able to survive. For example, certain seeds in 
a plant species may naturally produce more seeds than 
others, or some frogs in a single population may have 
coloring that blends in with the environment better than 
others, making them less likely to be eaten by predators. 
With these advantageous characteristics, certain species 
are more likely to reproduce and, subsequently, pass on 
these traits to their offspring. Darwin called this process 
natural selection because nature, or the demands of the 
environment, actually determines which individuals (or 
which traits) survive. This process, repeated countless 
times over millions of years, is the means by which spe-
cies change or evolve over time. 

Examples of Natural Selection 
One problem Darwin faced in writing On the Origin of 
Species was a lack of well-documented examples of natu-
ral selection at work. Most major changes in nature take 
place over thousands or millions of years. As a result, the 
process of natural selection is often too slow to be docu-
mented in a researcher’s lifetime. However, when animals 
or plants are exposed to rapid changes in their environ-
ment, we can actually observe natural selection in action. 

A classic case of natural selection is illustrated by the 
finches of the Galapagos Islands, located about 500 miles 
off the coast of South America. These birds were studied 
by Charles Darwin when he visited the islands during his 
travels on the HMS Beagle. Volcanic in origin and cut off 
from the South American mainland, the Galapagos have 
a diversity of species related to, but distinct from, those 
of South America. Darwin was struck by how the geo-
graphic isolation of a small population could expose its 
members to new environmental conditions where differ-
ent adaptive features might be favored. Darwin described 
the variation in the Islands’ finches: In general, the birds 
have rather dull plumage and are quite similar, except 
in the size and shape of their beaks—a feature that is 
closely related to the ways in which the birds obtain their 
food. Some species of finch, for example, have short, 
thick beaks that they use to eat seeds, buds, and fruits, 
while others have long, straight beaks and subsist primar-
ily on nectar from flowers. 

The finches on the island of Daphne Major in the 
Galapagos were the focus of a long-term research project Charles Darwin (1809–1882).
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by Peter and Rosemary Grant, beginning in 1973 (Grant 
1999; Weiner 1994). The island is small enough to allow 
researchers to intensively study the island’s flora and 
fauna and provide an unambiguous demonstration of nat-
ural selection in operation. The Grants and their students 
focused on two species of finch—the medium ground 
finch and the cactus finch. Over time, every finch on the 
island was captured, carefully measured and weighed, 
and also tagged so that each bird could be identified in 
the field. The diet of the birds was documented and the 
availability of food resources charted. A dramatic change 
in the finches’ food resources occurred between mid-
1976 and early 1978 as a result of a drought. The lack of 
rainfall led to a decrease in the food supplies favored by 
smaller-beaked finches. The remaining food consisted of 
larger, harder seeds that were difficult for finches with 
small beaks to break open. On the other hand, finches 
with larger, heavier beaks were able to more easily crack 
and extract food from hard-shelled seeds. Not surpris-
ingly, many of the finches with smaller beaks died of 
starvation during the drought. 

The variation in beak size is a good illustration of 
how natural selection may act on different species, but 
it also illustrates the significance of variation within indi-
vidual species. Of the more than 1,000 medium ground 
finches found on the island at the beginning of the 
Grants’ study, only 180 remained after the drought. No-
tably, the finches that survived had a larger average beak 
size than that of the population prior to the drought. As 
beak size is an inherited characteristic, the new genera-
tions of birds born after the drought also had a larger 
average beak size. This case study illustrates how natural 
selection can eliminate maladaptive traits from a popula-
tion and select for features that help ensure survival and, 
ultimately, reproductive success for some members of a 
species. Many modern scientists believe that new species 
emerge when small populations become isolated from 
the parent group and encounter new selective pressures 
that may favor different characteristics. 

Natural selection is currently viewed as one of four 
major guiding forces in the evolution of species. It en-
abled Darwin to explain the mechanisms of biological 
evolution, and it remains a powerful explanation for the 
development of living species of plants and animals. 

Principles of Inheritance 
Darwin contributed to the modern understanding of 
biological evolution by thoroughly documenting the 
variation of living forms and by identifying the pro-
cess of natural selection. But Darwin did not under-
stand how individuals pass on traits to their offspring. 
This discovery, and the study of heredity, was left to 
the experiments of an Austrian monk, Gregor Mendel 
(1822–1884). During the 1860s, Mendel began a series 
of breeding experiments with pea plants. The results 
of these experiments revolutionized biological thought. 

Although his findings were not recognized until the 
twentieth century, they have shaped our basic under-
standing of inheritance. Through his experiments, Men-
del established the new science of genetics, a field 
of biology that deals with the inheritance of different 
characteristics. 

We now know Mendel’s particles or units of inheritance 
as genes. For the purposes of this discussion, a gene can 
be considered a deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) sequence 
that encodes the production of a particular protein or por-
tion of a protein. In combination, these DNA sequences de-
termine the physical characteristics of an organism. Genes, 
discrete units of hereditary information, may be made up 
of hundreds or even thousands of DNA sequences. 

Most sexually reproducing plants and animals have 
two genes for every trait, one inherited from each par-
ent. More than 4,500 human traits are inherited in this 
manner. However, while some human characteristics are 
inherited as discrete traits, the majority are passed on in 
a more complicated fashion. Many physical characteris-
tics in humans are referred to as polygenic or  continuous
traits that display a graded series determined by a mul-
tiplicity of genes. They include many of the most visible 
aspects of human features, such as height, skin color, and 
hair color, and consequently were often used as the basis 
for racial classifications. 

According to the most recent research on the human 
genome, it is estimated that a human being inherits between 
20,000 and 25,000 genes that specify various characteristics 
(http://www.ornl.gov/sci/techresources/Human_Genome/
home.shtml). 

Gregor Mendel (1822–1884).

http://www.ornl.gov/sci/techresources/Human_Genome/home.shtml
http://www.ornl.gov/sci/techresources/Human_Genome/home.shtml
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The Evolution of Life 
Modern scientific findings indicate that the universe as 
we know it began to develop between 10 billion and 
20 billion years ago. Approximately 4.6 billion years ago, 
the Sun and the Earth developed, and about a billion years 
later, the first forms of life appeared in the sea. Through 
the process of natural selection, living forms that devel-
oped adaptive characteristics survived and reproduced. 
Geological forces and environmental alterations brought 
about both gradual and rapid changes, leading to the 
evolution of new forms of life. Plants, fish, amphibians, 
reptiles, and eventually mammals evolved over millions of 
years of environmental change.

About 67 million years ago, a family of mammals 
known as primates—a diverse group that share similarities 
such as increased brain size, stereoscopic vision, grasping 
hands and feet, longer periods of offspring dependence on 
their mothers, a complex social life, and enhanced learning 
abilities first appeared in the fossil record. Early primates 
include ancestors of modern  prosimians, such as lemurs, 
tarsiers, and lorises. Later primates that appeared in the fos-
sil record include anthropoids, such as monkeys, apes, and 
humans who shared a common ancestor and have some 
fundamental similarities with one another. We can trace the 
striking similarities among primates to a series of shared evo-
lutionary relationships. Many people hold a common mis-
conception about human evolution—the mistaken belief that 
humans descended from modern apes such as the gorilla 
and chimpanzee. This is a highly inaccurate interpretation 
of both Charles Darwin’s thesis and contemporary scien-
tific theories of human evolution that suggest that millions 
of years ago some animals developed certain characteristics 
through evolutionary processes that made them precursors 
of later primates, including humans. Darwin posited that 
humans share a common ancestor (now extinct) with liv-
ing apes, but evolved along lines completely different from 
modern gorillas and chimpanzees. 

Recently, paleontologists discovered significant fos-
sils in Spain of a primate that has been classified as the 
“missing link” or common ancestor between the various 
ape species of gorillas, chimpanzees, orangutans, and 
humans. This creature, named Pierolapithecus catalauni-
cus, has physical traits that connect it with early apes and 
early hominids or ancestors of the human lineage. Piero-
lapithecus catalaunicus had a very flat face with nostrils 
that are in almost the same plane as its eye sockets. Its 
face would resemble that of a modern gorilla today. Paleo-
anthropologists believe that this creature existed in Africa 
and Europe during the Miocene epoch, about 13 million 
years ago (Moyà-Solà et al. 2004). 

Hominid Evolution 
Scientists have traditionally used physical characteris-
tics that reflect shared adaptive histories in classifying 
primates—placing them into various families, genera, 
and species. Humans and their immediate ancestors 

have traditionally been placed in their own family— 
Hominidea—based on similarities in their anatomy How-
ever, the unraveling of genetic codes has revealed the 
specific genetic links between living primate species. 
These data indicate that humans and the African apes are 
more closely related than either group is to the orang-
utans. In recognition of this relationship orangutans, 
chimpanzees and gorillas, as well as humans and their 
ancestors are sometimes now all placed into family Ho-
minidae. The sub-family Ponginae is then used to just 
refer to the orangutans, while the subfamily Homininae 
includes the gorillas, chimpanzees, and humans. Humans 
and their ancestors are then placed in their own tribe, 
Hominini (hominin) to indicate their unique characteris-
tics. Thus, in some discussions within paleoanthropology, 
one might see the term  hominins instead of  hominids in 
reference to humans and their ancestors. However, for 
our purposes in this chapter and textbook, the term  hom-
inid has been used in the traditional manner to indicate 
the human family and ancestral lineage since its separa-
tion from the other apes. 

Anthropologists have been evaluating hypothe-
ses regarding hominid evolution for the past 150 years 
(see Figure 2.1). Hominids, the family of primates that 
includes the direct ancestors of humans, share certain 
subtle features in their teeth, jaws, and brain. However, 
by far the major characteristic that identifies them as a dis-
tinct group is the structural anatomy needed for bipedal-
ism, the ability to walk erect on two legs. Bipedalism is 
not a characteristic of modern apes, such as chimpanzees 
and gorillas, which can stand upright but do most of their 
walking on four limbs. Fossil evidence of the early evolu-
tion of the hominids remains very incomplete. 

A significant collection of some of 110 fossils for a 
hominid discovered by paleoanthropologist Tim White 
and colleagues in Ethiopia and dated at 4.4 million years 
ago (mya) presents new understandings for early homi-
nid evolution (White, Suwa, and Asfaw 1994; Lovejoy 
et al. 2009). These fossils are so different from early aus-
tralopithecines (described below) that they have been 
classified as a new genus, Ardipithecus ramidus. The 
A. ramidus fossils combine apelike dentition with post-
cranial and cranial traits that suggest bipedalism. Again, 
bipedalism is the major characteristic that defines homi-
nids from earlier primates. Further evidence of these fos-
sils is needed to determine whether they are the earliest 
true hominids yet to be discovered. 

Other recent evidence discovered in 2001 and 2002 
of hominids existing over 4 million years ago (mya) in 
Kenya, Ethiopia, and Chad is fragmentary but intrigu-
ing for understanding early evolution (Brunet et al. 
2002). The Chad find is especially notable because it was 
recovered some 1,500 miles farther west than any other 
early hominid find. This hominid specimen is named 
Sahelanthropus tchadensis. The specimen is a complete, 
though distorted, cranium and is dated to approximately 
7 mya. Two other intriguing new fossil discoveries of 
early hominids were described in 2001, both from Kenya. 
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The first is Orrorin tugenensis, a collection of postcranial 
and dental material dated at about 6 mya. These early 
hominid finds are fascinating because they may sug-
gest a common ancestry with the later evolution of our 
genus Homo, rather than Australopithecus, described 
below. Thus, the field of paleoanthropology has been 
faced with new challenges in testing hypotheses and ex-
plaining and interpreting these new fossil discoveries of 
early hominids. 

Australopithecus
An enormous amount of fossil evidence for at least six 
different species of australopithecines has been discov-
ered in Africa. The most complete early form of this 
genus, found in the Afar region of Ethiopia, is known 
as Australopithecus afarensis. It was discovered in 1974 
by a joint American–French team of paleoanthropologists 
led by Donald Johanson. The best-known A. afarensis
individual is popularly known as “Lucy” (named after the 
Beatles’ song “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”). Forty 
percent of the skeleton of this individual was preserved, 
allowing paleoanthropologists to determine its precise 
physical characteristics. Lucy is a female Australopithe-
cus with features such as a small cranium, or skull—440 

cubic centimeters (cc), compared with a capacity of 1,000 
to 1,800 cc for modern humans—indicating a small brain 
and large teeth. Fragments of Lucy’s skull resemble that 
of a modern chimpanzee; however, below the neck, the 
anatomy of the spine, pelvis, hips, thigh bones, and feet 
has characteristics of a bipedal creature, though one that 
did a lot of climbing also. Lucy was fairly small, weighing 
approximately 75 pounds, and was about 3.5 to 4 feet 
tall. Lucy is dated at 2.9 mya. 

There are many other A. afarensis fossils, includ-
ing skulls that have been discovered. For example, other 
important discoveries came in 1975 at a fossil locality at 
Hadar (Ethiopia) known as Site 333. Johanson and his 
crew found many hominid bones scattered along a hill-
side. Painstakingly piecing them together, the researchers 
reconstructed thirteen individuals, including both adults 
and infants, with anatomical characteristics similar to 
those of Lucy. Experts hypothesize that these finds may 
represent one social group that died at the same time 
for unknown reasons. The A. afarensis fossils discovered 
at Hadar have been dated between 3 and 4 mya, mak-
ing these some of the earliest well-described hominid 
remains.

Another species of Australopithecus was found in the 
mid-1990s by Meave Leakey, also near Lake Turkana in 
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Figure 2.1  A schematic diagram of hominid evolution. This diagram is necessarily 
tentative as more hominid fossil evidence is discovered every month in different areas of 
the world. 
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Creationism, Intelligent 
Design, and Evolution 

D espite the increasing scientifi c 
evidence supporting evolution, 
not all segments of American 

and Western society have accepted 
the geological, genetic, and fossil data 
that are the basis of evolutionary the-
ory (Petto and Godfrey 2007; Young 
and Largent 2007). Various versions of 
creation that rely on literal interpreta-
tions of the Bible are taught by some 
Christian, Jewish, and Islamic groups, 
as well as other religious denomina-
tions. For example, many members 
of the Old Order Amish (discussed in 
Chapter 3) accept an extreme literal 
reading of the biblical passage that 
refers to “four corners of the Earth 
held up by angels” and believe that the 
Earth is a two-dimensional fl at plane. 
Members of the International Flat Earth 
Society have similar beliefs about a fl at 
Earth (Scott 2004). These views refl ect 
the ancient Hebrew description in the 
biblical passages referring to the Earth 
as a fl at disk fl oating on water with the 
heavens held up by a dome (or fi rma-
ment) with the Sun, Moon, and stars 
attached to it. 

In the nineteenth century, some 
individuals attempted to reconcile a 
literal reading of the account of cre-
ation in Genesis 1:22 by translating 
the Hebrew term  day as periods of 
time thousands or millions of years 
long, rather than 24-hour days (Sed-
ley, 2007). Some contemporary cre-
ationists’ teachings expose similar 
views; they are sometimes referred to 
as “Day-Age” creationists. However, 
the vast majority of activists in the 
campaign against teaching evolution 
call themselves “Progressive Creation-
ists.” The Progressive Creationists ac-
cept the modern scientifi c view of the 
Big Bang and that the Earth is billions 
of years old, but do not accept the the-
ory of evolution. They believe that God 
not only created the Big Bang, but also 

created separate “kinds” of plants and 
animals with genetic variations that 
resulted in the development of con-
temporary species of living organisms. 

A group of creationists that have 
actively campaigned against the 
teaching of evolution call themselves 
“Scientific Creationists,” represented 
by the Institute for Creation Research. 
This group proposes a biblically based 
explanation for the origins of the uni-
verse and of life. They reject modern 
physics, chemistry, and geology con-
cerning the age of the Earth. They 
argue that the entire universe was cre-
ated within a period of six days, based 
on the account in Genesis 1:2. They 
believe that the universe was spon-
taneously created by divine fi at 6,000 
to 10,000 years ago, challenging evi-
dence for billions of years of geologi-
cal history and fossil evidence. These 
creationists explain the existence of 
fossilized remains of ancient life by re-
ferring to a universal fl ood that covered 
the entire Earth for forty days. Surviving 
creatures were saved by being taken 
aboard Noah’s ark. Creatures that did 
not survive this flood, such as dino-
saurs, became extinct (Gish 1995). This 
creationist view is taught in some of the 
more fundamentalist denominations of 
Protestantism, Judaism, and Islam. 

Scientifi c creationists read the texts 
and theories presented by biologists, 
geologists, and paleontologists and 
then present their arguments against 
the evolutionary views. They do very 
little, if any, direct biological or geo-
logical research to refute evolutionary 
hypotheses (Rennie 2002). Their argu-
ments are based on biblical sources 
mixed with misinterpretations of sci-
entific data and evolutionary hypoth-
eses. The cosmological framework 
espoused by the scientifi c creationists 
is not based on any empirical fi ndings. 
For example, scientists around the 
world find no physical evidence of a 
universal fl ood. Local fl oods did occur 
in the Near East and may be related to 

the story of Noah that appears in the 
Bible (and in earlier Babylonian texts). 
But to date, no evidence exists for a 
universal flood that had the potential 
to wipe out human populations world-
wide or to cause the extinction of crea-
tures such as dinosaurs (Isaak 2005). 

A more recent form of creation-
ism has been referred to as “Intelli-
gent Design Creationism” (Gross and 
Forest, 2004; Petto and Godfrey 
2007). The historical roots of this con-
ceptual stance go back to philoso-
phers such as Plato and Aristotle in 
the Greek tradition, who suggested 
that a spiritual force structured the 
universe and society. These ideas 
were Christianized by Saint Thomas 
Aquinas (1225–1274) and European 
scholars during the medieval period. 
In the nineteenth century, theologian 
William Paley (1743–1805) argued that 
one could see proof of God’s exis-
tence by examining the Earth and the 
remarkable adaptations of living or-
ganisms to their environments, using 
the famous analogy that if we found a 
watch, we would have to assume that 
there was a watchmaker—we can see 
God’s plan as we observe the natural 
world (1803). Two contemporary theo-
rists who support this position are Le-
High University’s biochemist Michael 
Behe, author of Darwin’s Black Box 
(1996), and philosopher and math-
ematician William Dembski, professor 
of science and theology at Southern 
Seminary in Louisville, author of the 
book Intelligent Design (1999). 

Debates  between in te l l i gent 
design proponents and other research-
ers have been extensive and, at times, 
quite spirited (Rennie 2002; Shanks 
2004; Shanks and Joplin 1999). Crit-
ics of intelligent design creationism 
note that Behe, Dembski, and their 
followers concede that microevolution 
and macroevolution has occurred, but 
contend that some biological phenom-
ena and the complexity of life cannot 
be explained by modern science and 

 Critical Perspectives 
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that this complexity itself is proof that 
there must be an intelligent supernatu-
ral designer. Although most scientists 
would not rule out the possibility of 
supernatural creation, they do require 
evidence. In this respect, intelligent 
design has failed to provide a more 
compelling argument of human origins 
than evolutionary theory. 

Given these diverse perspectives, 
is there any common ground between 
religious explanations of human ori-
gins and scientifi c theories? Surveys 
indicate that a surprising number of 
Americans assume that the creation-
evolution controversy is based on a 
dichotomy between believers in God 
and secular atheists who are antire-
ligious. This is incorrect. There are 
many varieties of both religious per-
spectives and evolutionary expla-
nations, many of them compatible. 
Scientists and others who accept 
evolution are not necessarily atheists 
(Pennock 2003; Scott 2004). One 
major view of evolution is known as 
theistic evolution, which promotes the 
view that God creates through the evo-
lutionary processes. Supporters of this 
perspective accept the modern sci-
entifi c fi ndings in astronomy, biology, 
genetics, and fossil and geological 
evidence, but see God as intervening 
in how evolution takes place. Theistic 
evolution is the offi cial view accepted 
by the Roman Catholic Church; it 
was recently reiterated by Pope John 
Paul II in 1996. In this statement, 
John Paul II emphasized that evolu-
tion was not just “theory,” but was 
based on an enormous amount of 
empirical evidence, or “facts.” The Ro-
man Catholic theological position is 
that although humans may indeed be 
descended from earlier forms of life, 
God created the human soul. Other 
contemporary mainstream Protestant, 
Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist 
scientists also accept theistic evolu-
tion. This position sees no conflict 
between religion and science and 

refl ects a continuum between the cre-
ationist and evolutionary views. 

Another view of evolution is some-
times referred to as  materialist evolu-
tionism or  philosophical materialism.
Scientists and philosophers who hold 
this view believe that the scientific 
evidence for evolution results in a proof 
of atheism. Charles Darwin recorded 
in his memoirs how he vacil lated 
between muddled religious faith, athe-
ism, and what he later accepted as 
agnosticism (the belief that one cannot 
know as humans whether God exists 
or not) (Desmond and Moore 1991). 
Survey polls demonstrate that most 
Americans believe materialist evolu-
tionism is the dominant view among 
scientists, despite the fact that this is 
not the case. Because it challenges re-
ligious interpretations, it is one of the 
primary reasons why some fundamen-
talist religious-based groups have op-
posed the teaching of evolution in the 
public schools in the United States. 

In actuality, there are biologists who 
accept theistic evolution or other spiri-
tual views along with scientifi c theories. 
For example, one of the leading critics 
of intelligent design creationism is the 
practicing Roman Catholic biologist at 
Williams College, Kenneth Miller. Miller 
has authored a book called  Finding 
Darwin’s God: A Scientist’s Search 
for Common Ground between God 
and Evolution (2000). In this book, 
Miller draws on biology, genetics, and 
evolutionary data to challenge intel-
ligent design proponents’ claims that 
the complexity of life demonstrates an 
intelligent designer. Paul Davies, a 
Protestant theologian and philosopher 
who authored the book  The Fifth Mira-
cle (2000) about faith and the evolution 
of life, is also critical of the intelligent 
design creationist model and relies on 
the empirical findings in science and 
evolution to refute their claims. 

These individuals and other sci-
entists accept theistic views of evo-
lution, but emphasize that scientific 

understanding of the universe and 
life must be based on the methods of 
naturalism. This methodological natu-
ralism requires the scientist to rely 
on “natural” or “materialist” (biologi-
cal and physical) explanations rather 
than spiritual or theological explana-
tions for examining the universe and 
evolution, but it does not compel one 
to accept atheism. In fact, many ma-
jor philosophers and scientists, such 
as anthropologist Eugenie Scott (di-
rector of the National Center for Sci-
ence Education) and the famed Albert 
Einstein, argued that one cannot 
prove or disprove the existence of 
God through the use of science. 
Methodological naturalism does not 
result in a confl ict between faith and 
science. Rather, faith and science are 
viewed as two separate spheres and 
modes of understanding the world. 
This method of naturalism coincides 
with the teachings of the Roman 
Catholic position and many main-
stream Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, 
Hindu, and Buddhist traditions. 

Evolutionary explanations and other 
scientific theories often fail to sat-
isfy our deep spiritual questions and 
moral concerns. While science can 
give us some basic answers about the 
universe and life, it cannot reveal spiri-
tual insights. And yet, a scientifi c per-
spective does tend to leave us in a 
state of “spiritual awe” as described 
by Darwin in the famous closing pas-
sage of the Origin of Species: “There is 
grandeur in this view of life.” 

Points to Ponder 

1. Can accounts of creation such as 
that found in Genesis 1:2 be evalu-
ated empirically? 

2. Have any of the scientifi c creationist 
claims convinced you of the falsity 
of evolution? 

3. Do you think that faith and sci-
ence are compatible when assess-
ing the scientific record regarding 
evolution?



28 Chapter 2 �  Human Evolution

Kenya (Leakey et al. 1995). It is called Australopithecus 
anamensis and is older than  A. afarensis at 3.9–4.2 mya. 
It fits pretty well with what we would expect for a spe-
cies that predates afarensis—generally very similar, but 
with more apelike dental features. 

While a number of fossil finds present possible, al-
beit debated, ancestors of modern humans, a variety of 
discoveries have revealed creatures decidedly unlike 
us who likely represent side branches on the human 
family tree. These include several species that have 
been collectively classed as robust australopithecines. 
They include three different species , A. aethiopicus, 
A. robustus, and A. boisei, dated between 2.7 and 1 mil-
lion years ago. Their specific taxonomic designations, 
however, have been widely debated and an increasing 
number of researchers place them in a separate species, 
Paranthropus (Tattersall 1998; Stringer and Andrews 
2005). Paranthropus translates as “alongside humans.” 
While possessing a number of distinct features, they 
are clearly hominids and are, therefore, closely re-
lated to species that were likely ancestral to humans. 
While their specialized features perhaps justify placing 

them in a separate genus, debates over their classifi-
cation underscore the challenges faced in categorizing 
closely related creatures on the basis of the fossilized 
skeletal remains. Another find known as Kenyanthro-
pus platyops, was found at Lake Turkana and dated at 
3.5 mya by Meave Leakey and her team of paleoanthro-
pologists (Leakey et al. 2001). The robust australopithe-
cines hominids present an increasingly complex picture 
of hominid evolution that emphasizes diversity within 
the hominids and what paleoanthropologists emphasize 
as “bushiness.” Instead of a ladder-like, unidirectional 
evolution of bipedal hominids from simple to com-
plex or progressive forms, multiple species of hominid 
roamed Africa at the same time. 

Homo
As mentioned before, a major challenge for paleoan-
thropologists is to determine which of these branches 
of hominids led to the major branch of the genus Homo,
which includes two different species,  H. rudolfensis
and H. habilis (though contemporary paleoanthropolo-
gists differ on whether these hominids are one or two 
species). The fossil evidence for both species is located 
throughout South and East Africa. The average size 
of the skull of H. habilis is 640 cc, indicating a much 
larger brain than that of the australopithecines.  Homo 
habilis dates from between 2.2 and 1.6 mya; it, there-
fore, coexisted with later species of australopithecines. 
This is what would be expected from an evolutionary 
perspective. 

Oldowan Technology: The Lower Paleolithic
At several sites in eastern and southern Africa, archaeologists 
have discovered early stone tools known as chopper tools or 
hammer stones. Hammer stone tools were used to knock 
off “flakes” to form “cores” (or choppers), which then could 
be used for making more tools. This technique is referred 
to by archaeologists as percussion flaking. Called Oldowan 
tools (because they were first discovered at Olduvai Gorge 
in Tanzania), these tools could be used for cutting the hides 
of animals and the tools were also used on wood to make 
wooden spears or digging sticks (Keeley and Toth 1983). 

Archaeologists are not sure whether the Oldowan 
tools are associated with australopithecines or H. habilis.
The importance of the discovery of the Oldowan tools 
is that they suggest that early hominids had the intellec-
tual capacity to fashion stone tools to develop a more 
effective means of subsistence. This innovation indi-
cates an increased brain size, which led, in turn, to new 
forms of complex learning. The Oldowan technology 
marks the beginnings of what is known as the Lower 
Paleolithic period of hominid evolution, or the earli-
est period of the Old Stone Age. The oldest Paleolithic 
stone tools (some 300 in all) come from a site in Gona 
in Ethiopia and are dated to 2.5 mya (Semaw et al. 1997; 
de la Torre 2004). 

Reconstruction of Australopithecus afarensis based on skeletal 
remains recovered by Donald Johanson at Hadar, Ethiopia, in 1974.
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Homo erectus 
Other early fossils indicating hominid evolution have been 
discovered both inside and outside of Africa. In China, Java 
(a major island in Indonesia), the Middle East, Europe, and 
Africa, paleoanthropologists have investigated fossil remains 
of a hominid population known as Homo erectus. These 
finds date to between 1.8 million and 250,000 years ago. In 
early periods in Africa, H. erectus coexisted with other spe-
cies of earlier hominids such as Paranthropus boisei. The 
oldest remains of Homo erectus have been found in Africa. 
One of the most complete finds, known as “Turkana boy,” 
was recovered at the Nariokotome site near Lake Turkana 
in Kenya. The relatively complete skeleton of an 8-year-
old boy about five feet tall is comparable with the size of 
modern humans today. The skeleton demonstrates that the 
Turkana boy is definitely human below the neck. The cra-
nium indicates a brain capacity of about 900 cc, which falls 
into the range of H. erectus (Stringer and Andrews 2005). 

Anatomically, H. erectus fossils represent a ma-
jor new stage of hominid evolution, especially with 
respect to brain size. The cranial capacity of H. erec-
tus ranges between 895 and 1,040 cc, making the skull 
size of some of these individuals not much smaller 
than that of modern humans (Kramer 2002; Stringer 
and Andrews 2005). This evidence indicates that most 
of the growth in brain size occurred in the neocortex. 
The populations of H. erectus differed from modern 
humans in that they had a low, sloping forehead and 
thick, massive jaws with large teeth. From the neck 
down, their skeletal features are similar to those of 
modern humans, but their bones are much heavier, 
indicating a very powerful musculature. During this 
period of hominid evolution, there appears to be very 
little anatomical change among the H. erectus.

Migration of Homo erectus Given that the early 
hominids lived in Africa, the question arises of how 
H. erectus became so widely dispersed throughout 
the world. The major hypothesis is that as populations 
increased, a certain percentage migrated into new terri-
tories following game animals as they moved out of Af-
rica (Anto . n, Leonard, and Robertson 2002). If each group 
moved 15 miles in each generation (25 years), then 
H. erectus could have migrated from Africa to Europe in 
5,000 years and to China in 15,000 years. 

As these populations migrated across continents, 
they encountered different climates and environments. 
This movement occurred during a period known as the 
Pleistocene epoch, which marked the later stages of 
what we popularly call the Ice Ages. At intervals dur-
ing this time, huge masses of ice, called glaciers, spread 
over the northern continents, producing colder climates 
in the temperate zones such as Europe and northern Asia 
and increased rainfall in the tropical areas, creating grass-
lands and new lakes. Homo erectus populations had to 
adapt to a wide variety of climatic and environmental 

conditions whether they remained in the tropics, as many 
did, or migrated to new areas of the world. 

Fire Homo erectus probably could not have survived 
in the colder climates without the use of fire. The earli-
est use of fire, however, appears to be in Africa (Sillen 
and Brain 1990). Later, fire was also associated with  H. 
erectus sites in both Europe and Asia. The use of fire to 
cook food added an important element to the diet. Cook-
ing food made it more digestible and safer to consume. 
In addition, fires could be used to keep predators away, 
enabling H. erectus to survive more effectively. It is un-
clear whether H. erectus knew how to make fire (fire 
begun by lightning or forest fires could have been kept 
lit), but there is no question that fire was controlled. 

Acheulian Technology An abundance of stone 
tools associated with Homo erectus indicates a remarkable 
evolution in technology. This new technology is known 
as the Acheulian technology, named after the town of 
St. Acheul, France, where some of the first finds were made. 
Like the Oldowan choppers, Acheulian tools were pro-
duced by percussion flaking, but they exhibit more com-
plexity. Most characteristic of the Acheulian technology is 
the hand ax, a sharp, bifacially-flaked stone tool shaped 
like a large almond, which would have been effective for 
a variety of chopping and cutting tasks. Unlike Oldowan 
choppers, which consisted of natural cobbles with a few 
flakes removed, the hand ax was fashioned by removing 
many flakes to produce a specific form. In other words, 
the toolmaker had to be able to picture a specific shape 
in a stone. Late Acheulian tools were produced through 
a more refined form of percussion flaking, the  baton 
method. In this technique, a hammer, or baton, of bone 
or antler was used to strike off flakes. The baton allowed 
for more accurate flaking and produced shallower, more 
delicate flakes than a hammer stone. This Acheulian tech-
nology is dated at 1.5 million years ago in Africa and it 
persists in Europe long after H. erectus becomes extinct. 

The tools produced through this technology made 
Homo erectus efficient hunters, able to kill large game ani-
mals such as bear, deer, and elephant, as well as smaller 
game. Major H. erectus sites in Spain and East Africa have 
evidence of hunters butchering various types of animals 
(Fagan and DeCorse 2005). Thus, the Acheulian technol-
ogy made possible a more effective means of subsistence, 
which required both cooperative and intellectual efforts. 
Most paleoanthropologists suggest that improvements in 
language and modes of communication probably began 
to evolve with the H. erectus lifestyle. Undoubtedly, the in-
crease in brain size, especially in the neocortex, indicates a 
capacity for more complex learning and possibly, linguis-
tic abilities. The capacity for communication would have 
aided cooperation in activities such as hunting and im-
provements in technological development. The H. erectus
period of hominid evolution represents a very complex 
adaptation to the conditions of the Pleistocene epoch. 
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Archaic Homo sapiens 
The fossil evidence for the next major period of hominid 
evolution—archaic Homo sapiens—is dated from about 
300,000 to 24,000 years ago, although a recent discov-
ery in Spain called Homo antecessor is dated at around 
800,000 years ago and may be an ancestor of  Homo 
neanderthalensis and modern humans (Castro et al. 
1997). The archaic H. sapiens were widespread in over 
sixty sites throughout Europe (including England), Africa, 
Asia, and the Middle East and represent challenges in un-
derstanding our genealogical connections with these early 
hominids. The best-known example is the Neandertal, or 
H. neanderthalensis, the hominid population that lived in 
Europe from about 250,000 to 24,000 years ago. Because 
of inconclusive evidence, some paleoanthropologists 
include this species within our own as H. sapiens nean-
derthalensis (Trinkaus and Shipman 1994; Tattersall 1998). 

Physically, all archaic H. sapiens populations shared 
some general characteristics, although distinctive varia-
tions existed from region to region. The skeletal evidence 
suggests that they were short, about 5 feet tall, but power-
fully built. The hands and feet were wider and thicker than 
those of modern humans. The skull and face were broad, 
with a larger jaw, larger teeth, and extremely prominent 
brow ridges. The Neandertal physique, which is very 
distinct from that of other archaic H. sapiens, has become 
the model for the stereotype of “cavemen” frequently 
portrayed in cartoons and other popular entertainment. 

This image of a brutish prehistoric creature is mislead-
ing. The skull of the Neandertal was large, ranging from 
1,200 cc to 2,000 cc, and could accommodate a brain as 
large as, or even larger than, that of a modern human. More-
over, recent studies of the Neandertal skull indicate that the 
structure of the brain was essentially the same as that of 
modern humans, suggesting similar intellectual capacities. 

Possible clues to Neandertals’ relatedness to modern 
humans comes from molecular testing of genetic material 
extracted from Neandertal bones. These data suggest sub-
stantial differences between the Neandertals and modern 
humans: estimates of the separation of the Neandertals and 
moderns humans range from 370,000 to 500,000 years ago 
(Noonan 2006). While these dates, based on mitochondrial 
DNA, must be regarded as tentative, they clearly suggest 
significant genetic distance between humans and Nean-
dertals. Yet, initial findings that indicated Neandertals did 
not contribute to the mitochondrial DNA pool of modern 
populations (Krings et al. 1997) has been re-evaluated in 
light of the recent work that suggests that Neandertal DNA 
in non-African modern European populations may range 
from 1 to 4 % (Green et al. 2010). Further DNA studies will 
undoubtedly clarify the relationships between Neandertals 
and modern human populations. 

Neandertal Technology: The Middle Paleolithic
The stone tool industry associated with Neandertal pop-
ulations is called the Mousterian tradition, named af-
ter a rock shelter at Le Moustier, France, where it was 

first identified. It shows a remarkable variability com-
pared with earlier technologies. Mousterian implements 
could have been used for cutting, leather working, pierc-
ing, food processing, woodworking, hunting, and weap-
ons production (Binford and Binford 1966; Bordes 1972; 
Hayden 1993). Neandertals also must have been capable 
of making some type of clothing, or else they would not 
have been able to survive the cold European climate. In 
addition, archaeologists have discovered evidence of the 
extensive occupation of caves and rock shelters, as well 
as of open-air sites that may have been temporary camps 
used during the summer months. Archaeological evidence 
includes the remains of charcoal deposits and charred 
bones, indicating that, like earlier Homo erectus, Nean-
dertals used fire not only for warmth but also for cook-
ing and perhaps for protection against dangerous animals. 
The Mousterian technology is classified within the period 
known as the Middle Paleolithic, or Middle Stone Age. 

The remains discovered at the Neandertal sites sug-
gest that, like populations of archaic H. sapiens in other 
areas, Neandertals were efficient hunters. They hunted 
both small and large game, including such extinct crea-
tures as European elephants, giant elk, bison, and huge 
bears weighing up to 1,500 pounds and standing over 
12 feet tall. These bears, related to the Alaskan brown 
bear, are known as “cave bears” and were formidable 
prey for Neandertal hunters. 

Neandertal Ritual and Beliefs? Study of Ne-
andertal sites has also given archaeologists the first 
hints of activities beyond hunting and gathering and 
the struggle for subsistence—possible evidence that 
Neandertals practiced rituals. Regrettably, much of 
this evidence, portrayed in countless movies, nov-
els, and caricatures, is far more circumstantial than 
archaeologists would like. Finds that have been exam-
ined include both bear bones and Neandertal artifacts. 
It was even reported that in Drachenlock Cave in 
Switzerland, twenty bear skulls had been found in an 
arrangement of stone slabs—a discovery interpreted 

The photo shows the difference between Neandertal (left) and 
the modern Homo sapiens (right) skulls. There are demonstrable 
differences in morphology.
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as a crude shrine. Some writers have used these discov-
eries to paint a complex picture of Neandertal ritual. 

Despite the romantic appeal of a Neandertal “cave 
bear cult,” however, these interpretations lack the most 
important thing archaeologists need to glean insights into 
such complex issues as prehistoric ritual beliefs: clearly 
documented archaeological context (Chase and Dibble 
1987; Trinkaus and Shipman 1993). In the absence of clear 
associations between the bear bones and the tools, this 
evidence suggests only that Neandertals visited a cave in 
which bears may have hibernated and occasionally died. 
The Drachenlock Cave finds were not excavated by trained 
archaeologists, and no plans or photographs of the discov-
ery were made at the time of excavation (Rowley-Conwy 
1993). Without this information, interpretation of the site as 
a Neandertal shrine remains entirely speculative. 

More convincing than the evidence for a bear cult 
are discoveries suggesting that Neandertals were the 
first hominids to intentionally bury their dead. Finds 
at a number of sites—including Shanidar, Iraq; Teshik-
Tash, Uzbekistan; La Chapelle-aux-Saints, France; and 
Kebara, Israel (Rowley-Conwy 1993; Trinkaus 1999; 
Brooks 2010)—have been interpreted as burials. Of these 
finds, the evidence for intentional burial is most compel-
ling at the French and Israeli sites. In both instances, the 
skeleton of a Neandertal man was found in a pit that 
seems to be too regular in shape to have been formed 
naturally. However, archaeologists and paleoanthropolo-
gists are currently divided on whether these are actually 
intentional burials. More evidence is needed to com-
pletely understand these Neandertal burial sites. 

Other skeletal evidence indicates that Neandertals 
cared for individuals with disabilities. At the Shanidar site, 
for example, archaeologists identified the remains of one 
individual who had the use of only one arm—the result of 
an accident or a birth defect. Despite that disability, this 
individual lived a relatively long life. Although no set of rit-
ual beliefs can be inferred on the basis of these finds, they 
clearly do indicate the growing group communication, so-
cial complexity, and awareness that distinguish humans. 

Modern Homo sapiens
Fossils of anatomically modern  Homo sapiens, provision-
ally dated to between 130,000 and 70,000 years ago, have 
been found in eastern and southern Africa (Stringer and 
Andrews 1988, 2005). Anatomically modern human fossils 
dating to 155,000 years ago have been discovered at Herto 
in the Middle Awash region of Ethiopia (White et al. 2003). 
In Omo, Ethiopia, two hominid skulls have been classified 
as H. sapiens, while some intermediate fossils with both 
archaic and modern traits have been found in North Africa. 
These African fossil finds may represent the earliest exam-
ples of modern humans found anywhere in the world. 

Between 60,000 and 10,000 years ago, these popu-
lations migrated to places all over the globe, adapting 
both physically and culturally to conditions in different 
regions. Physically, these modern  H. sapiens populations 

were much the same as modern humans. Their fossilized 
skeletons do not have the heavy, thick bones; large teeth; 
and prominent brow ridges associated with the Neander-
tals and other archaic forms. The high, vaulted shape of 
the skull is modern, and its dimensions are similar to the 
skulls of modern-day humans. From the cold climates 
of northern Asia to the deserts of Africa, groups of  H. 
sapiens shared similar characteristics as part of one spe-
cies. However, like populations today, these early groups 
developed different physical traits, such as body size and 
facial features, as a result of local environmental condi-
tions and selective pressures. 

The Evolution of Modern Homo sapiens
Although paleoanthropologists generally agree that Homo
erectus evolved into  H. sapiens, they disagree about how, 
where, and when this transition took place. Early inter-
pretations were based on limited information and often 
emphasized the uniqueness of individual finds. Recent 
researchers have offered a number of different theories 
that fall into several overarching models (Howells 1976; 
Mellars 1988, 1989; Sussman 1993; Stringer 2001). There 
is growing, but not complete consensus that anatomically 
modern humans first evolved in Africa and then spread 
out to other world areas. However, a variety of compet-
ing interpretations continue to be evaluated. 

Multiregional Evolutionary Model 
As noted above, Homo erectus has the widest distri-
bution of any hominid species other than modern 
humans. According to the multiregional evolutionary 
model, the gradual evolution of H. erectus into archaic 
H. sapiens and, finally modern  H. sapiens took place in 
the various parts of Asia, Africa, and Europe at the same 
time, as illustrated in Figure 2.2a. This model, initially 
proposed in the 1940s, represented the view of many 
anthropologists had of modern human evolution into 
the 1980s. Through natural selective pressures and ge-
netic differences, local  H. erectus populations developed 
particular traits that varied from region to region; con-
sequently, the variation in physical characteristics noted 
in modern human populations were deeply rooted in 
the past (Wolpoff and Caspari 1997).  Gene flow—the 
widespread sharing of genes—between populations in 
the different regions prevented the evolution of distinct 
species. The emergence of  H. sapiens was, therefore, 
a widespread phenomenon, although different regional 
populations continued to exhibit distinctive features. 

Working from the multiregional evolutionary model, 
we would expect to see a great deal of regional genetic 
continuity, meaning that the fossil finds from a particu-
lar geographic area should display similarities from the 
first H. erectus to those of modern populations. Support-
ers of this model argue that such continuities do indeed 
exist. For example, skeletal remains of early H. sapiens
from different regions of China, North Africa, and Europe 
resemble modern populations in those areas in some 
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Figure 2.2 Three different interpretations of the emergence of  H. sapiens. The multiregional evolutionary model (a) suggests regional 
continuity and the gradual evolution of all H. erectus and archaic  H. sapiens populations into modern humans. In contrast, supporters 
of the replacement model (b) see modern humans as evolving in Africa and spreading out, replacing earlier hominid populations (c) is 
referred to as the  hybridization and assimilation models that explains the evolution of anatomically modern humans that allows for 
varying degrees of gene fl ow between  Homo sapiens and earlier populations of archaic H. sapiens via gene fl ow or genetic admixture. 
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respects (Smith 1984; Thorne and Wolpoff 1992; Wolpoff 
and Caspari 2002). Certain distinctive features can be 
identified in the cranium, dentition, jaws, and particular 
features of the postcranial skeleton. 

Replacement Model 
A second major paradigm to explain the evolution of 
modern humans is the  replacement model, or the 
single-source model (Stringer 1985; Stringer and Andrews 
2005). This model holds that H. sapiens evolved in one 
area of the world first and migrated to other regions, as 
illustrated in Figure 2.2b. It is called a replacement model 
because it assumes that H. sapiens were contemporaries 
of the earlier H. erectus but eventually replaced them. 
Thus, although the modern and archaic species over-
lapped in their spans on Earth, they were highly distinc-
tive, genetically different evolutionary lineages. According 
to the replacement hypothesis, H. sapiens populations all 
descended from a single common ancestral group. In this 
“Out of Africa” view, after 400,000 years ago, H. heidel-
bergensis gave rise to modern  H. sapiens in Africa and 
H. neanderthalensis in Europe. However, the Neandertal 
type became extinct and was replaced by H. sapiens.

Some researchers believe that fossil evidence sup-
porting the replacement hypothesis may be found in the 
homeland of all hominids: Africa. As discussed above, 
fossils of anatomically modern  H. sapiens, are dated to as 
early as 155,000 years ago in Ethiopia. These African fos-
sil finds may represent the earliest examples of modern 
humans found anywhere in the world. Some advocates 

of the replacement model contend that after evolving in 
Africa, early H. sapiens migrated to other regions, replac-
ing earlier hominid populations that had arrived in those 
same regions hundreds of thousands of years before. 

This replacement hypothesis has sometimes been 
referred to as the “Eve hypothesis” in the media because 
it suggests that there is a direct genetic link between a 
woman or a group of women in Africa about 200,000 
years ago and modern  H. sapiens. This model was based 
on primarily genetic evidence (MtDNA molecular sam-
ples from populations of women throughout the world) 
(Cann et al. 1987). 

Hybridization and Assimilation Models 
It is possible, probably likely, that neither of the preceding 
models for the emergence of anatomically modern humans 
is completely correct. The processes involved in the emer-
gence of modern humans were likely more complex and 
encompassed more variables than can be neatly wrapped 
up in either of these two overarching perspectives. Emer-
gent human populations may have incorporated a great 
deal of physical diversity—as well as behavioral, social, 
and linguistic differences. Further, it is unlikely that mi-
grations (“Out of Africa” and elsewhere) were unidirec-
tional affairs involving the movement of homogeneous 
populations. Many different migrations via different routes, 
re-colonization of previously occupied territories, and gene 
flow (interbreeding and exchanging genes) with other 
populations were more probable. Understanding of such 
variables may provide insight into not only the emergence 
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of modern humans, but also the source of the diversity 
underlying present-day populations. 

Many of the interpretations of modern human origins 
proposed over the past three decades have attempted 
to reconcile the conflicting aspects of the multiregional 
and replacement models. The newest interpretation can be 
referred to as the hybridization and assimilation 
model in that it allows for varying degrees of gene flow 
between Homo sapiens and earlier populations of ar-
chaic H. sapiens such as the recent research on DNA and 
Neandertal demonstrate. In this hybridization and as-
similation hypothesis, ( Figure 2.2c), anatomically modern 
H. sapiens emerged in Africa first, over 100,000 years ago, 
and then migrated outward into other world areas. As a re-
sult of interbreeding, anatomically modern humans hybrid-
ized with earlier archaic populations, eventually replacing 
them. In fact, fossil evidence from the Near East, as well as 
Europe and East Asia, indicates that different hominid spe-
cies overlapped in time and space. These interpretations un-
derscore a greater amount of gene flow than the replacement 
model allows. This model may more correctly represent the 
complex and gradual nature of the processes represented. 

Modern Homo sapiens Culture: 
The Upper Paleolithic 
In general, the material artifacts associated with modern 
Homo sapiens populations become increasingly complex. 
Throughout Africa, the Middle East, Asia, the Americas, 
and Australia, complicated and elaborate technologies and 
other culturally decorative artifacts are found in abun-
dance. This period is called the Upper Paleolithic;
the term  Paleolithic refers to “Old Stone Age,” whereas 
Upper indicates the later part of this period. The Upper 
Paleolithic period dates between 40,000 and 10,000 years 
ago, approximately. However, the basis for the Upper 
Paleolithic technological developments extends back into 
the early phases of modern  Homo sapiens. In Ethiopia, the 
first major modern  Homo sapiens dated at 195,000 years 
ago were associated with sophisticated flake technologies. 
In addition, throughout Africa complex technologies and 
new tools were on the increase and were exchanged 
widely since 100,000 years ago (Brooks 2010). 

However, after 50,000 years ago, the technological 
and social innovations of the Upper Paleolithic repre-
sent a creative explosion in technology. Innovation of 
this magnitude required a highly developed capacity for 
the accumulation and transmission of knowledge, likely 
indicating that the inhabitants had developed efficient 
subsistence strategies that allowed free time for experi-
mentation and innovation (Rossano 2010; Brooks 2010). 

Upper Paleolithic Tools 
These different Upper Paleolithic traditions encompass a 
tremendous amount of variation in stone tool types. The 
most important technological shift in stone tool production 
involved the making of blades: long, narrow flakes that 

could be used to produce many types of knives, harpoons, 
and spear points. Among the most striking examples of 
Upper Paleolithic percussion flaking are Solutrean projec-
tiles, dated to 20,000 years ago. These implements, often 
several inches long, probably functioned as spear points. 
Yet, the flaking is so delicate and the points so sharp that it 
is difficult to imagine them fastened to the end of a spear. 
It has, in fact, been suggested that they were made as 
works of art, not tools for everyday use. 

In addition, specialized stone tools, including bor-
ers, or drills, and burins, chisel-like tools for working 
bone or ivory, were produced. Tools such as these would 
have aided in the manufacture of the bone, antler, and 
ivory artifacts that become increasingly common during 
the Upper Paleolithic. A particularly important piece of 
equipment that appeared during this time period is the 
spear-thrower (or  atlatl, the Aztec word for this tool), a 
piece of wood or ivory that increased the power of the 
hunter’s arm. The increased leverage provided by 
the spear-thrower enabled Upper Paleolithic hunters to 
hurl projectiles much faster than they could otherwise. 

Another category of artifact that became common is 
the composite tool, an implement fashioned from sev-
eral different materials. An example of a composite tool 
is the harpoon, which might consist of a wooden shaft 
that is slotted for the insertion of sharp stone flakes. Also 
discovered at Upper Paleolithic sites were needles for 
sewing clothing and fibers for making rope, nets, trap-
ping equipment, and many other artifacts. 

Shelters Upper Paleolithic sites have produced 
numerous indications of shelters, some of which were quite 
elaborate, in many parts of the world. Some of the more 
spectacular were found at a 15,000-year-old site at Mezhirich 
in Ukraine. This site contained five shelters constructed 
of bones from mammoths, an extinct species of elephant 
(Gladkih, Korneitz, and Seffer 1984). The mammoth’s jaws 
were used as the base, and the ribs, tusks, and other bones 
were used for the sides. The interiors contained work areas, 
hearths, and accumulations of artifacts, suggesting that they 
were inhabited for long periods. Storage pits were located 
in areas between the structures. This settlement 
may have been occupied by as many as 

fifty people. 

Reconstruction of an Upper Paleolithic dwelling constructed with 
mammoth bones.
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Variations in Upper Paleolithic 
Technologies 
Variations in tools found in different regions suggest that 
early humans had developed specialized technologies 
suited to particular environments. These variations also 
reflect the fact that different regions contained different 
forms of stone from which tools could be manufactured. 
In addition, regional differences may also reflect variations 
in culture, ethnicity, and individual expression. Archaeolo-
gist James Sackett, who has studied the classic Middle and 
Upper Paleolithic finds of France, notes that even tools 
that may have served the same function exhibit a great 
deal of variation (1982). Many Upper Paleolithic artisans 
made their stone tools in distinctive styles that varied from 
region to region. Today, we often associate distinc-
tive dress, decoration, and housing with different ethnic 
groups. To archaeologists, expressions of ethnic identity 
preserved in material remains are extremely important. 
Frequently, we refer to archaeological cultures, which are 
defined on the basis of the distinctive artifacts they left be-
hind. Stone tools may provide the first indications of eth-
nic and cultural divisions in human populations. 

Expressive elements are also seen in other Up-
per Paleolithic artifacts. In comparison with the Mid-
dle Paleolithic, there are more nonutilitarian objects, 
including items for personal adornment (White 1982; 
Rossano 2010). Some of these artifacts were obtained 
from distant sources, providing evidence of the devel-
opment of trade networks. 

Upper Paleolithic Subsistence 
and Social Organization 
Middle and Upper Paleolithic societies employed many of 
the same subsistence strategies as had Lower Paleolithic 
groups. The Upper Paleolithic technology indicates that 
early modern  Homo sapiens were efficient hunters. Many 
sites contain large heaps of bones of mammoths and 
other animals. In addition, piles of animal bones have 
been found at the bottoms of high cliffs, which suggest 
that H. sapiens hunters had stampeded the animals off 
cliffs to be killed and butchered by hunters waiting be-
low. Archaeologists have also found remains of traps 
used by Upper Paleolithic hunters to snare animals. 

Upper Paleolithic people also gathered plants to sup-
plement their food resources. Plants were probably used 
for both nutritional and medicinal purposes. However, 
the generally small size of Upper Paleolithic living areas 
and the limited amount of plant remains recovered from 
archaeological sites provide only an incomplete view of 
diet during that period. 

Social Organization One way to develop hypoth-
eses about the lifestyle and social organization of pre-
historic people is to study the social organization of 
contemporary groups with similar subsistence strategies 

(Price and Brown 1985). Anthropologists recognize, how-
ever, the limitations of this approach. Present-day hunters 
and gatherers occupy marginal areas such as the dry des-
ert regions of southern Africa. In contrast, Paleolithic for-
aging populations resided in all types of environments, 
many of which were rich in food resources. Most likely, 
these abundant food resources enabled Paleolithic forag-
ers to gather adequate food supplies without expending 
excessive amounts of energy. 

Contemporary foraging societies, with their relatively 
small groups, low population density, highly nomadic 
subsistence strategies, and loosely defined territorial 
boundaries, have social organizations that serve to tie kin 
(related individuals) together and foster unity within and 
among groups. In the past, these flexible social relation-
ships may have enabled foragers to overcome ecological 
and organizational problems. 

Whether ethnographic data on the social organiza-
tion of “modern” foragers can instruct us on the type of 
social systems Paleolithic foragers had is as yet an open 
question. Some archaeological studies suggest that the 
size of domestic groups of Paleolithic societies corre-
sponds to that of contemporary foragers (Pfeiffer 1985; 
Campbell 1987), but other anthropologists suggest that 
ethnographic models underestimate the diversity of pre-
historic hunting and gathering adaptations. They also 
point out that modern hunter-gatherer societies may have 
been greatly modified through recent encounters with 
the outside world. We return to this topic in  Chapter 8.

The Upper Paleolithic in Africa 
and Europe 
Changes seen in the Upper Paleolithic period in both 
Africa and Europe are indicative of developments in 
much of the world. The best-known people of the 
Upper Paleolithic in Europe are the Cro-Magnons. 
The name Cro-Magnon comes from a site in Dordogne, 
France, dated at about 25,000 years ago. The fragmentary 
remains of five or six individuals recovered from a rock 
shelter in 1868 provided the first evidence for what was 
initially identified as the Cro-Magnons. The Cro- Magnon 
remains are typified by the skull of the so-called Old Man, 
which belonged to an adult male less than 50 years of 
age. The skull is high and vaulted, with a cranial capacity 
of approximately 1,600 cc. Other skulls in the collection 
display a combination of archaic and modern traits. Some 
have heavy bones and developed brow ridges, suggest-
ing similarities with Neandertals. 

The finds at Cro-Magnon are not associated with any 
particular group sharing physical characteristics. Skeletal 
remains bearing many similar features have been found 
in other parts of Western Europe and North Africa, as 
have tool remains comparable to those found at Cro-
Magnon. The different Cro-Magnon sites contain artifacts 
that demonstrate an elaborate technology, far superior to 
that of previous societies. 
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Cro-Magnon Culture In Europe about 17,000 
years ago, some Cro-Magnon groups became special-
ists in procuring game from migrating herds of reindeer. 
These groups established summer camps, perhaps with 
lightweight tents built on rises that provided a good view 
of the herds. In the winter, the groups would relocate 
in smaller groupings back in the warmth and shelter of 
the caves. 

Another critical element of Cro-Magnon technology 
was the ability to start a fire whenever one was needed. 
Cro-Magnons used materials such as iron pyrite to make 
sparks to ignite dry tinder. Archaeological evidence for 
this mastery of fire is widespread, ranging from Belgium 
to the heartland of Russia. Hearths are found in caves 
and sometimes in open-air sites with remnants of shel-
ters. Many of these sites contained charred wood and 
large quantities of bone ash, indicating that Cro-Magnons 
used fire for cooking as well as for heat. 

In addition to their other technological accomplish-
ments, the Upper Paleolithic peoples of both Africa 
and Europe (and elsewhere, as seen later) produced an 
impressive array of artistic creations. In Africa, large nat-
uralistic paintings have been dated at 28,000 years ago 
(Philipson 1993). Thousands of bone, ivory, and stone 
sculptures of anatomically elaborate figures, including 
some known as the Venus fertility goddesses (female 
figurines with large hips, large breasts, and abdomens 
indicating fertility), are found throughout Europe. As in 
Africa, mural paintings found in the caves of Spain and 
France, such as those of the Lascaux Caves, are magnif-
icent abstract and naturalistic paintings of animals and 
sometimes of humans dressed in the hides of animals. 
These murals might have been intended to celebrate a 
successful hunt or to ensure a better future. That some 
murals are located deep within underground caves may 
indicate that this art held profound spiritual and reli-
gious significance for its creators. What could be a more 
awe-inspiring site for a religious celebration or initiation 
ceremony than a dark underground chamber with beau-
tiful paintings? On the other hand, some art may in es-
sence be “art for art’s sake,” painted solely for enjoyment 
(Halverson 1987). 

Migration of Upper Paleolithic Humans 
Upper Paleolithic hunters and gatherers developed spe-
cialized technologies that helped them adapt to different 
environments in ways their precursors could not have. 
The remarkable abilities of modern  Homo sapiens to ex-
ploit such a wide variety of environments enabled them to 
increase their populations, leading to modern human habi-
tation of all parts of the globe. During the Upper Paleolithic, 
modern  H. sapiens migrated throughout the world, includ-
ing North and South America and Australia, continents that 
had previously been unoccupied by hominids. 

The movement of modern  H. sapiens populations 
into new areas was aided by changes in world climatic 

conditions during the past 100,000 years. This period 
encompasses the latter part of the Pleistocene, or Ice Age, 
when climatic conditions were much cooler and moister 
than they are now. Northern Europe, Asia, and North 
America were covered by glaciers, which were extensions 
of the polar ice caps. The vast amount of water frozen in 
these glaciers lowered world sea levels by hundreds of 
feet, exposing vast tracts of land, known as continental 
shelves, that were previously (and are currently) beneath 
the sea. Many world areas that are today surrounded by 
water were at that time connected to other areas. 

Upper Paleolithic Hunters in America Archae-
ologists believe that the first humans came to the Western 
Hemisphere from Siberia over what is now the Bering 
Strait into the area of modern Alaska. Following herds 
of large game animals, these people migrated south-
ward into North and South America. Today, the Bering 
Strait is a frigid body of water connecting the Pacific and 
Arctic Oceans. Between 75,000 and 11,500 years ago, 
however, the glaciers and lower sea levels transformed this 
region on several occasions into a land mass more than 
1,000 miles wide known as Beringia (Hopkins 1982). 

Upper Paleolithic Venus fi gurine statue.
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Beringia served as a natural land bridge connecting Asia 
with North America. However, some archaeologists think 
that some of these early migrants may have sailed down 
the coast of the Americas along the ice formations located 
along the Pacific Ocean (Bulbeck 2007). 

The Asian origin of Native Americans is supported 
by several lines of evidence, including physical similarities 
such as blood type and tooth shape and DNA compari-
sons between Asian and Native American populations. 
In addition, studies of the languages spoken and artifacts 
discovered in both areas indicate a common origin. 

Although most anthropologists agree that Native 
Americans migrated from Asia, they do not agree on 
when this migration occurred; the estimates run from 
30,000 to 12,000 years ago. The most recent archaeologi-
cal research dated from a site in Chile indicates that the 
date of 30,000 years ago for settlement of the Americas 
is more likely (Dillehay 1997a, 1997b; Carr et al. 1996; 
Goodyear 1999). Eventually, these early Native American 
peoples, known as Paleo-Indians, populated most of 
what is known today as the United States, Canada, and 
Mexico. They produced a complex set of tools and sub-
sistence hunting-gathering strategies that enabled them to 
adapt to the environment of the last of the Ice Ages in 
Pleistocene America. 

Human Variation 
As we have seen, modern  Homo sapiens populations 
migrated throughout the world, adjusting to different 
environmental conditions. As different populations set-
tled in different environments, they developed certain 
variations in physical characteristics as a result of natural 
selection and other evolutionary processes. Although H. 
sapiens is one species, some physical differences exist 
among groups within the species. Variations occur with 
respect to body size, eye color, hair texture and color, 
shape of lips and nose, blood type, and eyelid form. In 
certain cases, these characteristics are related to the types 
of selective pressures that existed in a particular environ-
ment; in other cases, they are simply the result of physi-
cal isolation in certain areas during past eras. 

Skin Color 
An obvious physical trait that varies in hu-
mans is skin pigmentation. Skin pigmenta-
tion became the primary basis for classifying 
different populations into different races for 
many people throughout the world (see 
Chapter 16). In general usage, the term  race
refers to the physical characteristics of a 
population that are based on common de-
scent. As we see in Chapter 16, anthropolo-
gists have been attempting to classify and 
measure physical characteristics of differing 
populations for more than two centuries. One 

eighteenth-century approach placed all peoples in one of 
four racial categories: Europeans (white), Americans (red), 
Asiatics (yellow), and Africans (black). These early attempts 
to classify humans by skin color led to stereotypes among 
Europeans regarding different human populations. 

Modern classifications, which are based on more sci-
entific knowledge of genetics, evolution, and geography, 
sometimes include hundreds of racial categories (Garn 
1971). However, modern physical anthropologists have 
concluded that any system of racial classification is too rigid 
and inflexible to deal with the actual dynamics of popula-
tion movement, genetic change, intermarriage, and other 
conditions affecting the physical characteristics of a popu-
lation (Templeton 1998; MacEachern 2011; Scupin 2011a). 

In general, however, it does appear that a dark pig-
mentation provides protection from ultraviolet radiation, 
which can cause sunburn, sunstroke, and skin cancers 
such as melanoma. In addition, large amounts of melanin, 
which protects the skin, also aid in preserving the amount 
of vitamin B complex needed for successful reproduction of 
healthy infants (Jablonski and Chaplin 2000). Originally, 
as Homo sapiens evolved in the tropical zones near the 
equator, a darker skin pigmentation most likely proved 
adaptive. Folate, a member of the vitamin B complex, is 
essential for normal fetal development. Low folate levels 
in mothers have been correlated with embryonic defects, 
such as spina bifida and anencephaly (the absence of a 
full brain or spinal cord). Even an hour of exposure to 
intense sunlight is sufficient to reduce folate levels by 
half in light-skinned individuals. Originally, as Homo sa-
piens evolved in the tropical equatorial zones, a darker 
skin pigmentation most likely proved highly adaptive. 

But later, as populations moved into more temperate 
regions with less sunlight, other selective pressures pro-
duced lighter skin pigmentations. For example, the human 
need for vitamin D may have played an important role. 
Vitamin D helps the body absorb calcium and deposit it in 

bones, an important function, especially 

Variation in skin pigmentation among humans refl ects adaptations to Paleolithic 
environments with different amounts and intensities of sunlight.
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in fast-growing embryos. Insufficiency of vitamin D can re-
sult in the disease known as rickets, a disease that causes 
abnormal growth of bones. People living in equatorial re-
gions with ample exposure to direct ultraviolet radiation 
from the sun, which stimulates the production of vitamin D, 
would be able to have dark skin coloration. In contrast, 
people who had migrated to cloudy northern climates 
would have been disadvantaged in obtaining enough di-
rect ultraviolet radiation to get enough vitamin D. The fossil 
record indicates that some Neandertals in northern Europe 
had rickets (Boaz and Almquist 1997). Thus, over time 
natural selection would have favored the development of 
a lighter-skinned population among  H. sapiens groups in 
these northern regions. 

Physical anthropologists have found that within the 
indigenous native populations of the world, the weaker 
the ultraviolet light, the fairer the skin, and the stron-
ger the ultraviolet light, the darker the skin ( Jablonski 
and Chaplin 2000; Jablonski 2004; Holden 2000). These 

observations, along with other data from a variety of 
studies, indicate that environmental conditions were im-
portant in selecting for adaptations in skin coloration in 
different regions of the world (Relethford 1997; Norton 
et al. 2007). 

It must be emphasized that these physical variations 
among modern  H. sapiens populations are only “skin 
deep.” In fact, geneticists believe that only a few genes out 
of between 20,000 and 25,000 code for skin color. Theories 
claiming the supposed superiority of certain racial groups 
over others have no scientific basis. Except for general 
similarities in color and body size, individuals in any given 
population differ widely from one another in respect to lon-
gevity, vitality, athletic ability, intelligence, and other per-
sonal characteristics. All populations throughout the world 
produce individuals who differ widely in their physical and 
mental abilities. Racism or ethnic prejudice based on the 
belief in the superiority or inferiority of a particular group is 
unjustifiable, not only morally but also scientifically. 

Summary 
All peoples have explanations for the origins of the universe 
and humankind. Following the scientific revolution in the 
West, various developments in the natural sciences led to 
what is known as the Darwinian revolution. Charles Darwin 
and Alfred Wallace developed separately the model of natu-
ral selection to explain the origins and development of life. 
Later scientific developments in the field of genetics, along 
with the ideas of natural selection, are used by modern sci-
entists to explain the evolution of life. 

Paleoanthropologists have been investigating homi-
nid evolution for more than 150 years. Many different 
early species of hominid fossils have been discovered in 
East and South Africa. A number of early species known 
as australopithecines existed in Africa at least 4 million 
years ago. These creatures were fully bipedal. Other later 
hominids, referred to as Homo habilis, were discovered 
in Africa and are associated with toolmaking. 

Later hominids, known as Homo erectus, were dis-
persed across several continents, including Africa, Europe, 
and Asia. Homo erectus had a large brain and is associated 
with a sophisticated technology that includes the use of fire. 
The fossil record indicates that by 200,000 years ago, popu-
lations of hominids known as archaic Homo sapiens inhab-
ited different regions of the world. One example of archaic 
H. sapiens, referred to as Neandertal, is associated with a 
refined material culture that includes various types of stone 
tools, fire, clothing, and perhaps religious rituals and beliefs. 

Anatomically modern  H. sapiens are dated to as 
early as 200,000 years ago. The technology of modern 
H. sapiens is referred to as the Upper Paleolithic. Many 
different types of specialized tools were developed in dif-
ferent environments in the Upper Paleolithic. In addition, 
cave paintings, sculpture, and engravings are associated 
with this period. 

Paleoanthropologists and geneticists are trying to 
determine the evolutionary relationships of archaic and 
anatomically modern  H. sapiens. One model known 
as the multiregional model is based on fossil evi-
dence from different regions of the world. Another re-
cent hypothesis is based on genetic data from modern 
females that indicates an ancestral line in Africa dating 
to about 200,000 years ago. One other model known as 
the hybridization and assimilation model offers a more 
sophisticated approach to both the fossil and genetic 
evidence. Much more research needs to be done on this 
important question. 

As modern humans adjusted to different environ-
ments, natural selection continued to play a role in 
determining physical characteristics. For example, varia-
tions in skin pigmentation reflect adaptations to environ-
ments with different amounts and intensities of sunlight. 
However, modern scientific evidence demonstrates that 
skin color does not correspond to any difference in the 
mental capacities of any population. 

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Questions to Think About 
 1.  Your parents have phoned you to find out how 

things are going at college (translation: Do you 
need money?) and what you are studying. You tell 
them that you are learning about early hominids, 
the australopithecines, Homo habilis, and Homo 
erectus. Your mother and father say, “I just can’t 
believe that we came from chimpanzees!” How do 
you answer them? 

 2.  What is natural selection, and how does it work? Give 
an example of natural selection in action. 

 3.  Where were the earliest hominids found? Describe 
the hominid “Lucy.” 

 4.  Discuss the emergence of the species  Homo erectus.
Where are these fossils found? How old are they? 

 5.  Discuss the differences between Neandertals and 
modern  Homo sapiens.

 6.  Describe the specific changes that characterized the 
evolution of technology from the Lower Paleolithic 
(Oldowan, Acheulian) through the Middle Paleo-
lithic (Mousterian), and Upper Paleolithic periods. 

 7.  Contrast the multiregional evolutionary model with 
the replacement model and hybridization and as-
similation model. 

8. Is skin color related to any environmental factors? 
Discuss whether different skin colors are more adap-
tive in different environments. 

9. Should contemporary models of human evolution 
be classified as origin myths? Why or why not? 

bipedalism
composite tool 
cosmologies

evolution 
gene
genetics

hominids
Mousterian tradition 
natural selection 

primates
Upper Paleolithic 
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Chapter Questions 

� What are the basic characteristics of the term culture
as discussed by anthropologists? 

� What are the basic components of culture? 

� How have anthropologists refi ned their understanding 
of culture today? 

� How does culture lead to both differences and 
similarities among people in widely separated 
societies?

The Characteristics of Culture 

C
ulture is a fundament concept within the dis-
cipline of anthropology. In everyday conver-
sation many people use the word culture to 
refer to “high culture”: Shakespeare’s works, 

Beethoven’s symphonies, Michelangelo’s sculptures, gour-
met cooking, imported wines, and so on. E. B. Tylor, the 
first professional anthropologist, proposed a definition of 
culture that includes all of human experience: 

Culture … is that complex whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, arts, morals, law, custom, and any 
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 
member of society. (1871:1) 

This view suggests that culture includes tools, weapons, 
fire, agriculture, animal domestication, metallurgy, writ-
ing, the steam engine, glasses, airplanes, computers, 
penicillin, nuclear power, rock and roll, video games, de-
signer jeans, religion, political systems, subsistence pat-
terns, science, sports, and social organizations. In Tylor’s 
view, culture includes all aspects of human activity, from 
the fine arts to popular entertainment, from everyday be-
havior to the development of sophisticated technology. It 
contains the plans, rules, techniques, designs, and poli-
cies for living. Tylor was using the term  culture as a gen-
eral phenomenon for all of humanity that was different 
than our physical or biological characteristics. 

This nineteenth-century definition of culture has some 
terminology that would not be acceptable to modern an-
thropologists. For example, it relies on the word man to 
refer to what we currently would refer to as humanity. In 
addition, nineteenth-century theorists such as Tylor tended 
to think of “culture” as equivalent to “civilization,” which 
implicitly suggested that there was an increase, accumu-
lation, or growth in “culture” and “civilization” as societ-
ies progressed and evolved. This is not the meaning of 
culture that contemporary anthropologists maintain. As we 
will discuss, humans have had different languages, beliefs, 
values, dietary habits, and norms or “cultures” that are 
associated with various regions in the past as well as the 

present. Cultures are not evolving in some simplistic man-
ner from early civilizations to modern civilizations as the 
nineteenth-century anthropologists believed. 

Also, in the past, most anthropologists accepted a 
broad conception of culture as a shared way of life that 
included values, beliefs, and norms transmitted within a 
particular society from generation to generation. How-
ever, as we discuss later in this chapter, contemporary 
anthropologists have a much more refined view of the 
concept of culture. 

Notice that Tylor’s definition includes the word 
society. In general terms, society refers to a particular 
group of animals within a specific territory. In particular, 
it refers to the patterns of relationships among the ani-
mals within this definite territory. Biologists often refer to 
certain types of insects, herd animals, and social animals 
such as monkeys and apes as living in societies. 

In the past, anthropologists attempted to make a sim-
ple distinction between society and culture. Society was 
said to consist of the patterns of relationships among peo-
ple within a specified territory, and culture was viewed 
as the by-products of those relationships. This view of 
society as distinguishable from culture was derived from 
ethnographic studies of small-scale societies. In such so-
cieties, people within a specific territory were believed to 
share a common culture. However, contemporary anthro-
pologists have found this notion of shared culture to be 
too simplistic and crude. For example, in most countries 
where modern anthropologists conduct ethnographic re-
search, the societies are extremely complex and consist 
of distinctive groups that maintain different cultural tradi-
tions. Thus, this simple distinction between society and 
culture is too artificial for modern anthropologists. And 
even in small-scale societies, the conception that all these 
people share a collective “culture” is also too crude and 
simplistic. As we shall see in this chapter, this concep-
tion of a collectively shared culture often resulted in gross 
stereotypes of and vulgar generalizations about groups of 
people and their behavior. 

Many anthropologists have adopted the hybrid term 
sociocultural system—a combination of the terms  society
(or social) and culture—to refer to what used to be called 
“society” or “culture.” As we shall see in later chapters, 
many anthropologists use the term  sociocultural system
as the basic conceptual framework for analyzing ethno-
graphic research. 

Culture Is Learned 
The unique capacity for culture in the human species 
depends upon learning. We do not inherit our culture 
through our genes in the way we inherit our physical 
characteristics. Instead, we obtain our culture through 
the process of enculturation. Enculturation is the pro-
cess of social interaction through which people learn 
and acquire their culture. We will study this process in 
more detail in the next chapter. Humans acquire their 
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culture both consciously, through formal learning, and 
unconsciously, through informal interaction. Anthropolo-
gists distinguish among several types of learning. One 
type is known as situational learning, or trial-and-error 
learning, in which an organism adjusts its behavior on 
the basis of direct experience. In other words, a stimu-
lus is presented in the environment, and the animal re-
sponds and receives reinforcement or feedback from the 
response, in the form of either a reward (pleasure) or 
a punishment (pain). Psychologists refer to this type of 
learning as conditioning. 

Humans and many other animals, even single-celled 
organisms, learn situationally and modify their behavior 
in different situations. For example, dogs can learn a va-
riety of tricks through rewards such as treats given after 
the completion of the trick. In some cases, human be-
havior can be modified through conditioning. Overeat-
ing, gambling, and smoking can sometimes be reduced 
through psychological techniques that involve rewarding 
new forms of behavior. 

Another form of learning, called  social learning, oc-
curs when one organism observes another organism re-
spond to a stimulus and then adds that response to its own 
collection of behaviors. Thus, the organism need not have 
the direct experience; it can observe how others behave 
and then imitate or avoid these behaviors (Rendell et al. 
2010). Obviously, humans learn by observing classmates, 
teachers, parents, friends, and the media. Other social ani-
mals also learn in this manner. For example, wolves learn 
hunting strategies by observing pack members. Similarly, 
chimpanzees observe other chimps fashioning twigs with 
which to hunt termites and then imitate these behaviors. 
Recently, some primatologists and anthropologists have 
suggested that nonhuman primates have “culture” based 
upon how they learn socially from one another and have 
variations of behavior from one group to another (Sapolsky 
2006; Laland et al. 2009). However, it appears that non-
human animals including primates do not intentionally or 
deliberately teach one another as humans do (Tomasello 

et al. 2005). In addition, as we will discuss below and as 
we discussed in Chapter 5  on language, these nonhuman 
primates do not appear to have a core aspect of what 
most anthropologists view as an important criteria for des-
ignating a “culture,” and that is the ability to symbolize 
(Rossano 2010; Konner 2010). 

Symbols and Symbolic Learning 
The form of learning that is uniquely human and that 
provides the basis for the capacity for culture is known 
as symbolic learning.  Symbolic learning is based on 
our linguistic capacity and ability to use and understand 
symbols, arbitrary meaningful units or models we use to 
represent reality. An example of the arbitrary aspects of 
symbolism would be the colors red, yellow, and green 
for traffic lights in the United States (Sahlins 1976). Traf-
fic lights could be other colors in different societies, but 
in the United States, they take this arbitrary form. Sounds 
such as “cat,” “dog,” “tree,” “one,” “two,” and “three” in 
English are symbolic and arbitrary because, as we know, 
the sounds that symbolize those words in languages 
such as Chinese, Navajo, or Russian can be completely 
different. However, linguistic anthropologists know that 
symbols do not just refer to items such as animals or 
numbers. Symbolic communication and language can 
be used to represent abstract ideas and values. Symbols 
are the conceptual devices that we use to communicate 
abstract ideas to one another. We communicate these 
symbols to one another through language. For example, 
children can learn to distinguish and name coins such as 
pennies, nickels, and quarters and to use this money as a 
symbolic medium of exchange. The symbols of money in 
the United States or other societies are embedded within 
a host of many other symbols. Symbols do not stand in 
isolation from one another; instead, they are intercon-
nected within linguistic symbol systems that enable us to 
provide rules and meanings for objects, actions, and ab-
stract thought processes. The linguistic capacity that we 

This photo shows a chimpanzee using a tool, a crumpled leaf, as a 
sponge for drinking water. The chimp learned this behavior by ob-
serving other chimps––an example of social learning. 

A pigeon being conditioned to behave in a specifi c manner. 
This is an example of situational learning. 
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are born with gives us the unique ability to make and use 
symbolic distinctions. 

Humans learn most of their behaviors and concepts 
through symbolic learning. We do not have to depend 
upon situational learning or observations of others to 
perceive and understand the world and one another. We 
have the uniquely human ability to abstract the essence 
of complex events and patterns, creating images through 
symbols and bestowing meaning on them. 

Through the ability to symbolize, humans can learn and 
create meanings and transmit these meanings to one another 
effectively. Parents do not have to depend on direct experi-
ence to teach children. As children mature, they can learn 
abstract rules and concepts involving symbolic communica-
tion. When we study mathematics, we learn to manipulate 
abstract symbols. As you read this textbook, you are learn-
ing new ideas based on symbols transmitted to you through 
English words in ink on a page. Symbolic learning has al-
most infinite possibilities in terms of absorbing and using in-
formation in creative ways. Most of our learning as humans 
is based on this symbolic-learning process. 

Symbols and Signs Symbols are arbitrary units of 
meaning, in contrast to signs, which are directly associated 
with concrete physical items or activities. Many nonhu-
man animals can learn signs. For example, a dog can learn 
to associate the ringing of a bell (a physical activity) with 
drinking water. Hence, both humans and other animals can 
learn signs and apply them to different sorts of activities or 
to concrete items. 

Symbols are different from signs in that they are not 
directly associated with any concrete item or physical 
activity; they are much more abstract. A symbol’s mean-
ing is not always obvious. However, many symbols 
are powerful and often trigger behaviors or emotional 
states. For example, the designs and colors of the flags 

of different countries represent symbolic associations 
with abstract ideas and concepts (see “Critical Perspec-
tives: Key National Symbols”). In some flags, the color 
red may symbolize blood; in others, it may symbolize 
revolution. In many countries, the desecration of the na-
tional flag, itself a symbol, is considered a crime. When 
the symbols associated with particular abstract ideas and 
concepts that are related to the national destiny of a so-
ciety are violated, powerful emotions may be aroused. 

The ability to symbolize, to create symbols and be-
stow meaning on them, enhances our learning capacities 
as humans in comparison with other types of animals. An-
thropologist Leslie White maintained that the most distinc-
tive feature of being human is the ability to create symbols: 

It is impossible for a dog, horse, or even an ape, 
to have any understanding of the meaning of the 
sign of the cross to a Christian, or of the fact that 
black (white among the Chinese) is the color of 
mourning. No chimpanzee or laboratory rat can 
appreciate the difference between Holy water and 
distilled water, or grasp the meaning of Tuesday, 3, 
or sin. (1971:23–24)  

Symbols and Culture The human capacity for cul-
ture is based on our linguistic and cognitive ability to sym-
bolize. Culture is transmitted from generation to generation 
through symbolic learning and language. (In  Chapter 5 , we 
discuss the relationship between language and culture.) 
Through the transmission of culture, we learn how to sub-
sist, how to socialize, how to govern our society, and what 
gods to worship. Culture is the historical accumulation of 
symbolic knowledge that is shared by a society. This sym-
bolic knowledge is transmitted through learning, and it can 
change rapidly from parents to children and from one gen-
eration to the next. Generally, however, people in societies 

A Chinese teacher is communicating 
ideas through calligraphy, an example of 
symbolic learning. 
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go to great lengths to conserve their cultural and symbolic 
traditions. The persistence of cultural and symbolic tradi-
tions is as widespread as cultural change. 

Culture Is Shared 
Culture consists of the shared practices and understand-
ings within a society. To some degree, culture is based 
on shared meanings that are to some extent “public” and 
thus, beyond the mind of any individual (Geertz 1973). 
Some of this culture exists before the birth of an individual 
into the society, and it may continue (in some form) be-
yond the death of any particular individual. These publicly 
shared meanings provide designs or recipes for surviving 
and contributing to the society. On the other hand, cul-
ture is also within the minds of individuals. For example, 
we mentioned that children learn the symbolic meanings 
of the different coins and bills that constitute money. The 
children figure out the meanings of money by observing 
practices and learning the various symbols that are public. 
However, children are not just passive assimilators of that 
cultural knowledge. Cognitive anthropologists such as Roy 
D’Andrade and Naomi Quinn emphasize schemas, or cul-
tural models that are internalized by individuals and have 
an influence on decision making and behavior. They em-
phasize how culture is acquired by and modeled as sche-
mas within individual minds and can motivate, shape, and 
transform the symbols and meanings (Quinn and Holland 
1987; D’Andrade 1989, 1995). 

Contemporary anthropologists recognize that cultural 
understandings are not shared equally by all members 
of a society (Fox and King 2002; Barth 2002; de Munck 
2000). Even in small-scale societies, culture is shared dif-
ferently by males and females or by young and old. Some 
individuals in these societies have a great deal of knowl-
edge regarding agriculture, medical practices, or religious 
beliefs; those beliefs and that knowledge are not equally 
distributed. In our complex industrialized society, cul-
ture consists of a tremendous amount of information and 
knowledge regarding technology and other aspects of so-
ciety. Different people learn different aspects of culture, 
such as repairing cars or television sets, understanding 
nuclear physics or federal tax regulations, or composing 
music. Hence, to some extent, culture varies from per-

son to person, from subgroup to sub-
group, from region to region, from age 
group to age group, and from gender 

to gender. Contemporary anthro-
pologists also note how culture is 
“contested,” referring to how peo-
ple question and may fundamen-

tally disagree and struggle over 
the specifics of culture. Yet 
despite this variation, some 
common cultural understand-
ings allow members of society 

to adapt, to communicate, and to inter-

act with one another. Without some of these common 
understandings, a society could not exist. 

One recent anthropological understanding of culture is 
sometimes referred to as the epidemiological approach pio-
neered by Dan Sperber and his colleagues (Sperber 1996, 
Sperber and Hirschfeld 1999, Ross 2004). These anthropol-
ogists draw on the fields of cognitive science and cogni-
tive psychology to discuss how culture propagates like a 
contagious disease from one person to another. Thus, reli-
gious beliefs, cooking recipes, folktales, and even scientific 
hypotheses are ideas or representations within the human 
mind that spread among people in a shared environment. 
Chains of communication propagate these beliefs or cul-
tural representations within a population. As in the spread 
of a contagious disease, some representations take hold and 
are maintained in particular populations, while other be-
liefs or representations do not resonate with specific groups 
and become extinct. Also, some beliefs or representations 
spread and are retained more easily within a population 
because they are more easily acquired than other beliefs. 
For example, some folktales or religious narratives are easily 
maintained within a population in contrast to highly com-
plex abstract mathematical formulae and narratives based 
on the findings within science. As we will see in Chapter 4 ,
this epidemiological approach to culture is widely used by 
cognitive anthropologists to study how culture is transmit-
ted and retained within populations. 

Aspects of Culture 
Within a broad and refined understanding, contemporary 
anthropologists have tried to isolate the key elements 
that constitute culture. Two of the most basic aspects of 
culture are material and nonmaterial culture. 

Material culture consists of the physical products of 
human society (ranging from weapons to clothing styles), 
whereas nonmaterial culture refers to the intangible 
products of human society (values, beliefs, and norms). 
As we discussed in Chapter 2 , the earliest traces of ma-
terial culture are stone tools associated with early homi-
nids. They consist of a collection of very simple choppers, 
scrapers, and flakes. Modern material culture consists of all 
the physical objects that a contemporary society produces 
or retains from the past, such as tools, streets, buildings, 
homes, toys, medicines, and automobiles. Cultural anthro-
pologists investigate the material culture of the societies 
they study, and they also examine the relationship between 
the material culture and the nonmaterial culture: the values, 
beliefs, and norms that represent the patterned ways of 
thinking and acting within a society. Archaeologists, mean-
while, are primarily concerned with interpreting past soci-
eties by studying their material remains. 

Values 
Values are the standards by which members of a  society 
define what is good or bad, holy or unholy, beautiful or 
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Key National Symbols 

S ocieties throughout the world 
have drawn upon important 
cultural symbols as a means 

of distinguishing their community from 
others. Some of these cultural symbols 
are secular or nonreligious in meaning, 
whereas others have religious conno-
tations. Anthropologist Victor Turner 
(1967) described symbols as “multivo-
cal,” suggesting that they have multiple 
meanings for people within a society. 
He also said that symbols have the 
characteristic of “condensation,” hav-
ing the ability to unify many things and 
actions into a single formation. 

National symbols such as flags 
have the potential for expressing deep-
felt emotions in condensed forms. 
Flags, with their great public visibil-
ity, have been an extremely important 
symbolic medium of political commu-
nication throughout the centuries. In 
U.S. society, the fl ag is a key secular 
symbol refl ecting deeply felt commu-
nity ties. A number of legal battles have 
been waged over the so-called des-
ecration of the U.S. fl ag. For example, 
members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
religious sect refuse on principle to sa-
lute the fl ag, for which they have been 
prosecuted. Political protesters, such 
as those opposed to the Vietnam War 
in the 1960s, tried to dramatize their 
cause by burning the fl ag or otherwise 
defacing it. In the late 1980s, the is-
sue found its way to the U.S. Supreme 
court, which ruled that a protester 
who had burned the fl ag at the 1988 
Republican National Convention was 
merely expressing free speech. The 
court later ruled that a law protecting 
the fl ag from desecration was uncon-
stitutional. This issue remains contro-
versial for many U.S. citizens. There 
is a political movement to amend the 
U.S. Constitution to protect the fl ag. 

The 2010 controversy about the 
fl ying of the Confederate fl ag over the 
South Carolina statehouse also demon-
strates the potency of symbols and the 
different meanings evoked by symbols 
for different people. Some white south-
erners view the Confederate fl ag as part 
of their cultural heritage, whereas many 
African Americans understand the fl ag 
as a symbol of slavery. 

Various religious symbols have pro-
duced fundamental meanings and 
metaphors for many countries through-
out the world. For example, the sym-
bols associated with the Virgin Mary in 
Roman Catholicism have developed 
into national symbols of unity for some 
countries. In Mexico, the symbolism 

associated with the Virgin of Guadal-
upe has served to unify different ethnic 
communities (Wolf 1958; Kurtz 1982; 
Ingham 1986; Beatty 2006). After Spain 
had colonized the indigenous Indian 
communities of Mexico beginning in the 
sixteenth century, many of the Indians, 
such as the Aztecs, were converted to 
Roman Catholicism. According to Mexi-
can tradition, the Virgin Mary appeared 
before a Christianized Indian, Juan Di-
ego, in 1531 in the form of a brown-
skinned Indian woman. 

Tepeyac, the place where the ap-
parition occurred, was the sacred site 
of an Aztec fertility goddess, Tonantzin, 
known as Our Lady Mother. Aztec 
cosmology contained many notions 
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Virgin of Guadalupe, Mexico. 
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regarding the virgin births of deities. 
For example, Huitzilopochtli, the deity 
believed to have led the Aztecs to their 
home in Tenochtitlán, had been mirac-
ulously conceived by the Aztec mother 
goddess. Thus, Aztec religious beliefs 
regarding Tonantzin somewhat paral-
leled Catholic teachings about Mary. 

During the Virgin’s appearance, 
Tonantzin commanded Juan Diego 
to inform the bishop of Mexico that a 
shrine should be built at the spot. The 
Shrine of the Virgin of Guadalupe is 
today a huge church, or basilica. Over 
the altar, Juan Diego’s cloak hangs, 
embossed with the image of a young, 
dark-skinned woman wearing an open 
crown and fl owing gown, standing on 
a half-moon that symbolizes the Im-
maculate Conception. 

The Virgin of Guadalupe became 
a potent symbol that has endured 
throughout generations, assuming 
different meanings for different social 
groups. To the Indians of Mexico, the 
Virgin embodies both Tonantzin and 
the newer Catholic beliefs and aspira-
tions concerning eternal salvation. To 
the mestizos, people with mixed Span-
ish and Indian ancestry, she represents 
the supernatural mother who gave 
them a place in both the indigenous 
and the colonial worlds. To Mexicans in 
general, the Virgin represents the sym-
bolic resolution of the many conflicts 
and problems that resulted from violent 
encounters between the Europeans 
and the local population (Kurtz 1982). 
The Guadalupe shrine has become 
one of the most important pilgrimage 
sites in Mexico. In 2002, the late Pope 
John Paul II made a trip to Mexico to 
canonize Juan Diego as a saint in the 
Roman Catholic Church. The Vatican’s 
recognition of this important hybrid 
religious figure helped reinforce the 
importance of this national symbol for 
Mexico (Beatty 2006). 

The Virgin Mary has also played an 
important symbolic role in a European 
country that has undergone major po-
litical and social transformations. Until 
recently, Poland was a socialist country 
under the indirect control of the former 
Soviet Union. Beginning in the 1980s, 
however, the Polish people, who were 
organized through a union-based po-
litical party known as Solidarity, began 
to challenge the Communist Party that 
ruled Poland. During Communist Party 
rule in Poland, religious symbolism and 
Roman Catholicism, deeply rooted in 
Polish history, were to some degree re-
pressed by the government. One of the 
most important symbols of Polish Ca-
tholicism is a famous picture of the Virgin 
Mary in a Paulite monastery. According 
to Polish tradition, the picture, known as 
the Black Madonna of Czestochowa, 
was painted by St. Luke the Evange-
list, one of the authors of the Christian 
New Testament, on a piece of cypress 
wood from the table used by Mary. After 
the picture was placed in the monas-
tery, where it was revered by many Pol-
ish Catholics, a party of robbers raided 
the monastery for treasures in 1430 
and slashed the image of the Madonna 
with a sword. Although painstakingly re-
stored, the picture still bears the scars of 
that destruction, with sword slashes on 
the cheek of the Black Madonna. 

As Poland was divided among dif-
ferent countries such as Sweden, 
Germany, Turkey, and Russia dur-
ing various periods, the image of the 
Black Madonna served as a symbol 
of Polish religious and national unity. 
It became one of the most important 
pilgrimage sites for Polish Catholicism. 
Millions of pilgrims from Poland and 
other European countries made their 
way to the Czestochowa shrine every 
year to take part in various religious 
rites. When the Solidarity movement 
in Poland challenged the Commu-

nist Party during the 1980s, leaders 
such as Lech Walesa wore an image 
of the Black Madonna on their suit 
lapels. Pope John Paul II visited the 
Black Madonna shrine and placed a 
golden rose there to help resuscitate 
religiosity in Poland. Thus, the Black 
Madonna image served to unify Polish 
Catholics in their struggle against the 
antireligious stance of the Communist 
authorities. Other Madonna shrines in 
Spain and France provided symbols 
of nationalism and political-religious 
identity for Catholics in Europe (Bowen 
2005).

National symbols, whether religious 
or secular, have played extremely im-
portant roles in mobilizing people and 
countries in times of transition and 
struggle. These national symbols re-
fl ect the deep feelings that tie peoples 
together in what some scholars have 
referred to as “imagined communi-
ties” (Anderson 1991). People share 
some basic key symbols with millions 
of people in an “imagined commu-
nity” or nation regardless of whether 
they know one another as individual 
persons. Regardless of whether these 
communities are imagined or not, such 
symbols are key aspects of culture that 
are likely to be retained by societies 
worldwide in the twenty-fi rst century. 

Points to Ponder 

1. What kinds of feelings and emo-
tions do you have when you hear 
your national anthem played as you 
watch your fl ag? 

2. Can you think of any other examples 
of national symbols that have played 
a role in world history or politics? 

3. Are there any disadvantages of na-
tional symbols that have infl uenced 
various societies? 

4. Could international symbols be de-
veloped that would draw all of hu-
manity together? 
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ugly. They are assumptions that are widely shared within 
the society. Values are a central aspect of the nonmate-
rial culture of a society and are important because they 
influence the behavior of the members of a society. The 
predominant values in the United States include individual 
achievement and success, efficiency, progress, material 
comfort, equality, freedom, science, rationality, national-
ism, and democracy, along with many other assumptions 
(Williams 1970; Bellah et al. 1985, 2000). Although these 
values might seem normal to Americans, they are not ac-
cepted values in all societies. For instance, just as American 
society tends to emphasize individualism and self-reliance, 
other societies, such as the Old Order Amish in the United 
States, instead stress cooperation and community interest. 

Beliefs
Beliefs held by the members of a society are another aspect 
of nonmaterial culture. Beliefs are cultural conventions that 
concern true or false assumptions, specific descriptions of 
the nature of the universe and humanity’s place in it. Val-
ues are generalized notions of what is good and bad; 
beliefs are more specific and, in form at least, have 
more content. “Education is good” is a fundamental 
value in American society, whereas “Grading is the 
best way to evaluate students” is a belief that re-
flects assumptions about the most appropriate 
way to determine educational achievement. 

Most people in a given society as-
sume that their beliefs are rational and firmly 
grounded in common sense. As we saw in 
Chapter 1 , however, some beliefs may not 
necessarily be scientifically accepted. For example, 
our intuitive and commonsense understandings may 
lead us to conclude that the Earth is flat and sta-
tionary. When we look around us, the plane of the 
Earth looks flat, and we do not feel as if the Earth 
is rotating around the Sun. Yet, our cognitive intuitions 
and commonsense beliefs about these notions are contra-
dicted by the knowledge gained by the scientific method. 

Some anthropologists in the past have referred to the 
worldview of a particular society. A worldview was be-
lieved to consist of various beliefs about the nature of real-
ity that provided a people with a more or less consistent 
orientation toward the world. Worldviews were viewed as 
guides to help people interpret and understand the real-
ity surrounding them. Early anthropologists believed, for 
example, that the worldviews of the traditional Azande of 
East Africa and the traditional Navajos of the southwestern 
region of the United States included meaningful beliefs about 
witches (Evans-Pritchard 1937; Kluckhohn 1967). In these so-
cieties, witchcraft was believed to cause illnesses in some 
unfortunate individuals. On the other hand, in societies such 
as that of Canada, medical doctors diagnosed illnesses us-
ing the scientific method and believed illnesses were caused 
by viruses, bacteria, or other material forces. These early an-
thropologists maintained that such differing beliefs about 

illness reflected the different worldviews of these societies. 
However, modern anthropologists remain very skeptical about 
these notions of worldviews shared by entire cultures. This 
notion suggested that cultures were very homogeneous. 
Presently, anthropologists concur that the concept of a 
people sharing a worldview is highly questionable. Instead, 
anthropologists discover a great deal of variation in cultural 
beliefs held within any society. 

In particular circumstances within a society, some beliefs 
may be combined into an ideology. An ideology consists of 
cultural symbols and beliefs that reflect and support the in-
terests of specific groups within society (Yengoyan 1986; 
Comaroff and Comaroff 1991:22). Particular groups pro-
mote ideologies for their own ends as a means of main-
taining and justifying economic and political authority. 
Different economic and political systems—including 
capitalism, socialism, communism, democracy, and total-
itarianism—are based on differing ideologies. For exam-
ple, many political leaders in capitalist societies maintain
the ideology that individuals should be rewarded mon-
etarily based on their own self-interest. In contrast, leaders 

in socialist societies have adopted the ideology that the 
well-being of the community or society takes prece-
dence over individual self-interest. 

In some societies, especially complex societ-
ies with many different groups, an ideology may 

produce cultural hegemony, the ideological 
control by one dominant group over values, 
beliefs, and norms. For example, one domi-

nant ethnic group may impose its cultural be-
liefs on subordinate groups. In the United States, 

the dominant ethnic group in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, 
was able to impose its language, cultural beliefs, and 
practices on the Native Americans in U.S. society. In 
many areas of the world, minority groups often accept 
the ideologies of the economically and politically dom-

inant groups through the process of cultural hegemony. 
Some anthropologists have noted that subordinate groups 
may accept the ideology of the dominant group even if it is 
to their disadvantage. Thus, for example, in the past some 
Native Americans or African Americans accepted the belief 
that white Americans were superior because they appeared 
to have many more opportunities to acquire wealth and 
political power than they did. Thus, the ideological culture 
of the dominant group becomes the “taken-for-granted” 
natural order and reality of the minority groups. In other 
cases of cultural hegemony, subordinate groups begin to 
resist the ideological foundations of the dominant group. 
For example, anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod studied how 
Bedouin women of the Arab world resisted the imposition 
of the male-dominated ideologies in Egypt (1990). 

Norms
Norms—a society’s rules of right and wrong behavior—
are another aspect of nonmaterial culture. Norms are 
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shared rules or guidelines that define how people 
“ought” to behave under certain circumstances. Norms 
are generally connected to the values, beliefs, and ide-
ologies of a society. For example, we have seen that 
in U.S. culture individualism is a basic value that is re-
flected in the prevailing worldview. It is not surprising, 
then, that U.S. society has many norms based upon the 
notion of individual initiative and responsibility. In-
dividuals are admonished to work for their own self-
interest and not to become a burden to their families 
or community. Older Americans, if self-sufficient, are 
not supposed to live with their children. Likewise, self-
sufficient young adults beyond a certain age are not 
supposed to live with their parents. These individualis-
tic norms reflect the values of U.S. society and contrast 
with norms existing in other societies. In many agri-
cultural societies, it would be considered immoral to 
allow aging parents to live outside the family. In these 
societies, the family is a moral community that should 
not be separated. Rather than individualism, these 
norms emphasize communal responsibility within the 
family unit. 

Folkways Norms guiding ordinary usages and con-
ventions of everyday life are known as folkways. Mem-
bers of a society frequently conform to folkways so 
readily that they are hardly aware these norms exist. 
For example, if a Chinese anthropologist were to ask an 
American why Americans eat with knives and forks, why 
Americans allow dating between single men and women 
without chaperones, or why American schoolchildren 
are not allowed to help one another on exams, he or 
she might get vague and uninformative answers, such as 
“Because that’s the way it is done.” or “It’s the custom.” 
or even “I don’t know.” Cultural anthropologists are ac-
customed to receiving these kinds of answers from the 
members of the society they are studying. These folkway 

norms or standards of etiquette are so embedded in 
the society that they are not noticeable unless they are 
openly violated. 

Folkways help ensure that social life proceeds 
smoothly by providing guidelines for an individual’s be-
havior and expectations of other people’s behavior. At the 
same time, folkways allow for some flexibility. Although 
most people conform to folkways most of the time, folk-
ways are sometimes violated, but these violations are not 
severely punished. Thus, in U.S. society, people who eat 
with chopsticks rather than with knives and forks or who 
do not keep their lawns neatly mowed are not considered 
immoral or depraved, nor are they treated as criminals. 

Mores Mores (pronounced MOR-ays) are much stron-
ger norms than are folkways. Members of society believe 
that their mores are crucial for the maintenance of a de-
cent and orderly way of life. People who violate mores 
are usually severely punished, although punishment for 
the violation of mores varies from society to society. It 
may take the form of ostracism, vicious gossip, public 
ridicule, exile, loss of one’s job, physical beating, impris-
onment, commitment to a mental asylum, or even execu-
tion. For example, in some Islamic societies such as Iran 
and Saudi Arabia, the manner in which a woman dresses 
in public is considered morally significant. If a woman 
violates the dress code in these societies, she may be ar-
rested by religious police and detained. Government and 
religious regulations control how Saudi women have to 
dress. They have to wear the abaya (a full black cloak), 
the hijab (head scarf), and the  niqab (face veil). As we 
shall see later in the text, in hunting-and-gathering soci-
eties, individuals who do not share goods or resources 
with others are often punished by gossip, ridicule, and 
occasionally ostracism. 

Not all norms can be neatly categorized as either 
folkways or mores. Distinguishing between the two is 

especially difficult when dealing with 
societies other than our own. In reality, 
norms fall at various points on a con-
tinuum, depending upon the particu-
lar circumstances and the society under 
consideration. The prohibition of public 
nudity may be a strong norm in some 
societies, but it may be only a folkway 
or pattern of etiquette in others. Even 
within a society, rules of etiquette may 
come to have moral significance. For ex-
ample, as discussed above, the proper 
form of dress for women in some societ-
ies is not just a matter of etiquette, but 
has moral or religious connotations. 

Saudi women in government-prescribed 
clothing.
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Values, beliefs, and norms are used by many social 
scientists when referring to nonmaterial culture. How-
ever, not all anthropologists agree that there are concise, 
clear-cut distinctions among these terms. The terms are 
used only to help us understand the complex symbolic 
aspects of nonmaterial culture. 

Ideal versus Real Culture 
When discussing values, beliefs, and norms, cultural an-
thropologists often distinguish between ideal culture and 
real culture. Ideal culture consists of what people say 
they do or should do, whereas  real culture refers to 
their actual behaviors. Cultural anthropologists have dis-
covered that the ideal culture frequently contrasts with 
people’s actual behavior. For instance, a foreign anthro-
pologist may learn that Americans cherish the value of 
equal opportunity, yet in observing Americans, the an-
thropologist might encounter many cases in which peo-
ple from different economic, class, racial, ethnic, and 
religious backgrounds are treated in a highly unequal 
manner. In later chapters, we discuss how some societies 
are structured around kinship ties and principles of lin-
eage such as patrilineal and matrilineal descent. Anthro-
pologists often discover, however, that these kinship and 
descent principles are violated by the actual practices of 
people (Kuper 1988). Thus, in all societies, anthropolo-
gists find that there are differences between the ideal and 
real cultural practices of individuals. 

Cultural Diversity 
Throughout history, humans have expressed an interest in 
cultural diversity. People have recognized differences in 
values, norms, beliefs, and practices everywhere. Whenever 
different groups have come into contact with one another, 
people have compared and contrasted their respective cul-
tural traditions. Societies often differentiated themselves 
from one another based on these variant cultural patterns. 
For example, one of the first Western historians, Herodotus, 
a Greek scholar of the fifth century B.C., wrote about the 
different forms of behavior and belief in societies such as 
that of Egypt. He described how the Egyptians behaved 
and thought differently from the Greeks. 

Writings on the diversity of cultures have often been 
based on ethnocentric attitudes. As we saw in Chapter 1 ,
ethnocentrism is the practice of judging another society 
by the values and standards of one’s own society. It ap-
pears that ethnocentrism is a universal phenomenon (D. 
Brown 2011). As humans learn the basic values, beliefs, 
and norms of their society, they tend to think of their 
own group and culture as preferable, ranking other cul-
tures as less desirable. In fact, members of a society be-
come so committed to particular cultural traditions that 
they cannot conceive of any other way of life. They often 
view other cultural traditions as strange, alien, inferior, 
crazy, or immoral. 

The study of cultural diversity became one of the 
principal objectives of anthropology as it developed as a 
profession in the nineteenth century. But like earlier writ-
ers, nineteenth-century anthropologists often reinforced 
ethnocentric beliefs about other societies (see Chapter 6 ). 
In the twentieth century, however, anthropologists be-
gan to recognize that ethnocentrism prevents them from 
viewing other cultures in a scientific manner. 

To combat the problem of ethnocentrism, twentieth-
century anthropologists developed the concept of cul-
tural relativism. Cultural relativism is the view that 
cultural traditions must be understood within the context 
of a particular society’s responses to problems and op-
portunities. Cultural relativism is a method or procedure 
for explaining and interpreting other people’s cultures. 
Because cultural traditions represent unique adaptations 
and symbolic systems for different societies, these tradi-
tions must be understood by anthropologists as objec-
tively as possible. In order to do an ethnographic study, 
anthropologists must suspend their own judgments and 
examine the other society in terms of its history and cul-
ture. Cultural relativism offers anthropologists a means 
of investigating other societies without imposing ethno-
centric assumptions. Cultural anthropologists attempt to 
understand the logic of the people they are studying. 
Perhaps that logic does not make sense from the anthro-
pologists’ perspective, but the task is to understand and 
explain the reasoning of the people studied. 

Although cultural relativism provides a sound meth-
odological basis for ethnographic research, it may involve 
some serious ethical problems. For example, many cul-
tural anthropologists have found themselves in societies 
in which cultural practices may produce physical harm 
to people. How do cultural anthropologists refrain from 
making a value judgment about such harmful cultural 
practices as infanticide, child or spousal abuse, torture, 
or murder? This issue is an ever-present problem for an-
thropologists and deserves careful thought. Anthropolo-
gists do not argue that any practice or culture is as good 
or worthy as another. In fact, one of the major goals in 
anthropology is to improve conditions and enhance hu-
man rights for all people. After learning about different 
practices and traditions in other societies throughout this 
text, the moral problems raised by cultural relativism are 
discussed in Chapter 18 .

Food and Diversity 
To understand the difference between human biological 
and cultural behaviors, we can simply observe the variety 
of ways in which different societies satisfy a basic bio-
logical drive such as hunger. Although humans are om-
nivorous animals with the ability to digest many types of 
plants and animals for nutrition, there are many differ-
ences in eating behaviors and food preferences through-
out the world. Food is not just a source of nutrition 
and oral pleasure. It becomes an aesthetic experience, 
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the animals with specific characteristics: birds with feath-
ers are soaring in the sky; fish with scales and fins are 
swimming in the water; and creatures with four feet are 
walking, hopping, or jumping on the land. However, 
some animals did not easily fit into the cultural catego-
ries used for the classification of animals. Animals that 
combined elements of different realms were considered 
ambiguous, and therefore unclean or unholy. For exam-
ple, terrestrial animals that move by “swarming upon the 
earth” such as insects were declared unclean and were 
prohibited from being eaten. Animals that have cloven 
hoofs and chew cud, such as sheep, goats, and cattle, 
were considered clean and could be eaten. However, 
pigs have cloven hoofs but do not chew cud and, there-
fore, failed to fit into the cultural classification of real-
ity accepted by the ancient Israelites. Consequently, pigs 
were considered unclean and polluting and were prohib-
ited in the ancient Israelite diet. Shellfish and eels were 
also unclean animals because they swim in the water but 
lack fins and scales. These anomalous creatures fell out-
side of the systematic classification of animals. Douglas 
maintains that the dietary laws of Leviticus represented an 
ideal construction of reality that represented God’s plan 
of creation, which was based on perfection, order, and 
holiness. This became integral to the worldview of the 
ancient Israelites and affected their dietary preferences. 

The late anthropologist Marvin Harris hypothesized 
that cultural dietary preferences frequently have an adap-
tive significance (1977, 1985). In seeking the origins of the 
pig taboo, Harris emphasized, as did Douglas, that among 
the ancient Israelites, pigs were viewed as abominable 
animals not suited for human consumption. Yet, many so-
cieties show no aversion to the consumption of pork. Pigs 
have been a primary source of protein and fat throughout 
China and Europe. In some societies in the Pacific Islands, 
pigs are so highly regarded they are treated as mem-
bers of the family (but they are also eaten). One medical 
explanation for the dietary prohibition is that the pig is an 
unclean animal and that it carries diseases such as trich-
inosis, which is caused by a type of tapeworm. Harris, 
however, considered these explanations to be unsatisfac-
tory. Regarding cleanliness, Harris acknowledged that be-
cause pigs cannot sweat, in hot, dry climates such as the 
Middle East they wallow in their excrement to keep cool. 
He noted, however, that other animals, such as goats and 
chickens, can also be dirty, but they are eaten. Similarly, 
Harris emphasized that many other animals, such as cows, 
which are widely consumed, also carry diseases. 

Ultimately, Harris explained the origins of the pig ta-
boo in Judaism (and later Islam) by analyzing the ecolog-
ical conditions of the Middle East. He maintained that this 
dietary restriction represented a cultural innovation that 

a mechanism of sharing, a center of celebration, and 
sometimes a statement about one’s own ethnic, religious, 
and cultural identity (Appadurai 1981; Rozin 2010). 

In general, American culture labels animals as either 
edible or inedible. Most Americans would be repulsed by 
the thought of eating insects and insect larvae, but many 
societies consider them to be delicacies. American culture 
also distinguishes between pets, which are not eaten, and 
farm animals, such as chickens, cows, and pigs, which 
can be eaten. In the United States, horses are consid-
ered pets, and there are no industries for raising them for 
human consumption. Yet, horsemeat is a regular part 
of the continental European diet. The French, Belgians, 
Dutch, Germans, Italians, Poles, and other  Europeans 
consume significant quantities of horsemeat each year 
(Harris 1985). 

Anthropologists explain differences in dietary prefer-
ences in different ways. For example, Mary Douglas offers 
an explanation of why the Jewish people have prohibitions 
against eating pork. She describes this prohibition in her 
book Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of 
Pollution and Taboo (1966) by suggesting that all societies 
have symbolic classifications of certain objects or foods that 
are unclean, tabooed, polluted, or dirty, as well as those that 
are clean, pure, or undefiled. To illustrate her ideas regard-
ing the classification of matter or foods, Douglas examined 
the ancient Israelites’ classification of animals and taboos 
against eating certain animals such as pigs and shellfish, as 
described in Leviticus in the Bible. Douglas argues that like 
other humans, the ancient Israelites classify reality by plac-
ing things into distinguishable “mental boxes.” However, 

some things do not fit neatly into distinguishable men-
tal boxes. Some items are anomalous and ambiguous 
and fall between the basic categories that are used to 

define cultural reality. These anomalous items are 
usually treated 

as  unc lean , 
impure, un-

holy, pol-
luting, or 
defiling. 

I n  e x p l a i n -
ing how these pro-
cesses influenced 
the classification of 
animals among the 
ancient Israelites, 
Douglas alludes to 
the descriptions in 
the first chapter of 
the Bible, Genesis, 
where God creates 

In some areas of the world, pigs are prized as food; in other cultures, 
it is forbidden to eat pork.
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helped the societies of this region to adapt. About 1200 
B.C., the ancient Israelites had settled in a woodland area 
that had not been cultivated. As they rapidly cut down 
trees to convert areas to irrigated agricultural land, they 
also severely restricted areas suitable for raising pigs on 
natural forage. Eventually, pigs had to be fed grains as 
supplements, which made them extremely costly and di-
rect competitors with humans. Moreover, they required 
artificial shade and moisture to keep cool. In addition, 
pigs were not useful for pulling plows, producing milk, 
or providing hides or wool for clothing. 

According to Harris, despite the increasing costs asso-
ciated with pig raising, people were still tempted to raise 
them for nutritional reasons. He hypothesized that the 
pig taboo was established to inhibit this practice through 
religious authorities and texts that redefined the pig as an 
unclean animal. Neighbors of the ancient Israelites, such 
as the Egyptians, began to share the abhorrence of the 

pig. The pig taboo was later incorporated into the Islamic 
religious text, the Qur’an, so that today both Muslims and 
Jews are forbidden to eat pork. 

Thus, according to Harris’s hypothesis, in the hot, 
dry regions of the world where pigs are poorly adapted 
and extremely costly to raise, the meat of the pig came 
to be forbidden. He emphasized the practical consider-
ations of pig raising, including the fact that they are hard 
to herd and are not grazing animals like goats, sheep, or 
cattle. In contrast, in the cooler, wetter areas of the world 
that are more appropriate for pig raising, such as China 
and New Guinea, pig taboos are unknown, and pigs are 
the prized foods in these regions. 

Both Douglas and Harris offer insights into the devel-
opment of the dietary preferences of Jews and Christians. 
While Douglas explores the important symbolic significance 
of these preferences, Harris examines the cost effectiveness 
and practical aspects of these food taboos. Anthropologists 

NANCY ROSENBERGER: 
Gender, Food, 
Globalization, and Culture 

A fter earning her university de-
gree, Nancy Rosenberger trav-
eled to northeastern Japan 

to teach English. She had majored in 
English and had never taken an an-
thropology or Japanese course in her 
life! While living in Japan, Rosenberger 
became fascinated with Japanese 
culture and language and wanted to 
study more. By chance, she read an 
article about the famous anthropolo-
gist Lévi-Strauss in a popular maga-
zine by an anthropology professor 
named Aram Yengoyan. The global 
questions about culture and society 
which anthropologists ask intrigued 
her. Several years later, Rosenberger 
studied anthropological theory under 
Professor Yengoyan at the University of 
Michigan where she earned her doc-
torate in cultural anthropology. 

Rosenberger’s main topic of re-
search has been Japan and the 
changing position of women. For her 
Ph.D. dissertation, she investigated 
middle-aged women and the way they 
expressed their dissatisfaction, not in 

words, but through bodily aches and 
pains which they labeled as meno-
pausal problems. Since 1993, she has 
conducted a longitudinal study of 55 
Japanese women who were single and 
between the ages of 25 and 35 when 
she first met them. Rosenberger has 
since followed these women into mid-
dle age. She was particularly interested 
in this cohort because they are highly 
affected by the globalization of media 
and individualized consumption in Ja-
pan, but they also learned post-war 
Japanese values emphasizing group 
responsibility. These women’s personal 
decisions about delaying marriage 
and having one or no children have 
changed Japan in big ways, yet they 
deal with contradictions. Work and ed-
ucational institutions have not changed 
so much, and Japanese women have 
had to compromise in order to main-
tain relationships with husbands, chil-
dren, and parents. All of this research 
material contributed to Rosenberger’s 
book, Gambling with Virtue: Japanese 
Women and the Search for Self in a 
Changing Nation (2001). 

Rosenberger is currently working 
on a book called Tales of Ambivalence,
which traces the ambiguous feelings 

that include both the resistance and 
compliance of the Japanese women 
in this longitudinal study. For com-
parative purposes, Rosenberger also 
did research in Korea and Thailand on 
young, single women and saw how 
similar global ideas combine with local 
values and situations. She discovered 
that in these countries women gain 
independence from global ideas and 
processes, but they still cope with en-
trenched gender inequality. 

 Anthropologist at Work 

Nancy Rosenberger
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such as Harris and others have been studying dietary diver-
sity, such as why some people prohibit the eating of beef, 
whereas other people have adopted it as an integral aspect 
of their diet. Food preferences illustrate how humans the 
world over have universal needs for protein, carbohydrates, 
minerals, and vitamins but obtain these nutrients in different 
ways, depending upon the dietary preferences established 
within their culture. Anthropologists Sidney Mintz and 
Christine DuBois have summarized how other anthropolo-
gists have studied food and eating habits around the world 
and how these developments are associated with ecological 
conditions, technological requirements, biological factors, 
but also with patterns of identity, gender, class differences, 
and ritual and religious beliefs (2002). 

Anthropologists have continued to explore these nu-
merous dimensions of food and eating habits in many 
different societies. For example, Daniel Fessler and C. 
D. Naverette looked at a broad cross-cultural sample of 

food taboos (2003). They found that food taboos are over-
whelmingly associated with meat and animal products 
compared to fruits or vegetables. Animal foods are viewed 
as much more dangerous than fruits and vegetables in re-
spect to disease or death. The high cost of trial and er-
ror learning about which animal foods would be harmful 
would be counterproductive in any cultural tradition, thus 
food taboos associated with animals tend to become more 
pervasive than prohibitions against fruits or vegetables. 
Research on the cultural aspects of food is an important 
arena for contemporary anthropological research. 

Dress Codes and Symbolism 

Although some cultural differences may relate to the 
environmental adaptations of societies emphasized 
by some anthropologists, much more of our cultural 
diversity is a consequence of symbolic creations. 

In 2001, Rosenberger began ap-
plied research for a local Hunger Task-
force in Oregon. With her colleague, 
Joan Gross, she interviewed low-in-
come people in two rural communities 
about questions of food security—
whether they had enough nutritious 
and culturally appropriate food. In their 
study, Rosenberger and Gross found 
that people had enough food, but the 
food that they could afford through 
box stores and food banks was not 
very nutritious, especially if they were 
diabetic or obese. They also found that 
these people are victims of a global-
ized food system that produces much 
processed food, but takes the control 
of food production out of local hands. 
Rosenberger has continued to work 
on local food issues with an organiza-
tion called Ten Rivers Food Web which 
encourages the production and distri-
bution of local food across three coun-
ties, and links affl uent and low-income 
people with local foods. 

In 2005, Rosenberger took her new 
interest in food and culture to Uzbeki-
stan on a Fulbright scholarship to study 
in Central Asia. She is presently writing 
a book on food, nationalism, and class, 
gender, and ethnic differences in Uz-

bekistan called Seeking Food Rights: 
Nation, Inequality and Repression in 
Uzbekistan. In this book, she explores 
the class, gender, and ethnic differences 
that emerge through food in Uzbekistan, 
even though leaders attempt to unite 
the nation through a national cuisine. 
Rosenberger has found that the Uzbek 
people are hospitable and proud of their 
identity; they want to share their national 
cuisine with plenty of meat. However, 
poor people, particularly those who 
live in the Uzbekistan countryside, can-
not be full citizens in this way. Ironically, 
while globalization overwhelms much 
of the world, the leaders of Uzbekistan 
have tightened their borders to keep 
out globalized food. McDonald’s is non-
existent in this country, but people do 
desire more food choices. In the main 
city in Uzbekistan, Rosenberger saw a 
hamburger shop set up in a park that 
advertised “Madonna’s” on red sign 
with golden arches—an example of the 
creative mixtures that people construct 
from global culture. 

Rosenberger’s interest in food has 
also transferred back to Japan. She 
notes that the global world is one of 
risk, as is our food supply because it is 
produced and comes from all over the 

world. Japan is highly dependent upon 
food imports, many from the United 
States, and increasingly from China. In 
2007, when some Japanese became ill 
from poison pot stickers made in China, 
the local media went wild with accusa-
tions of “global food terror.” Individual 
Japanese felt powerless and fears of 
their Chinese neighbors welled up over 
food. All of this made local Japanese 
food more popular, and profi ted a group 
of organic farmers with whom Rosen-
berger was doing research in Japan. 
These organic farmers live consciously 
in resistance to global capitalism, prac-
tice self-suffi ciency to the fullest extent 
possible, and sell their food only in face-
to-face relationships. 

Rosenberger emphasizes that cul-
tural anthropology has made for a fasci-
nating career. Through it, she has talked 
in depth with many interesting people in 
a variety of countries and walks of life. 
She enjoys alerting students to both the 
inequalities in the world and the creativ-
ity that people bring in blending their lo-
cal ways with global forces. 
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Symbols provide the basis of meaningful shared be-
liefs within a society. Because of our inherent cultural 
capacity, we tend to be meaning-seeking creatures. 
In addition to the satisfaction of biological needs, we 
have needs for meaning and significance in our per-
sonal and social lives. 

The importance of symbols as a source of cultural 
diversity can be seen in the dress codes and hairstyles of 
different societies. In most situations, the symbolism 
of clothing and hairstyles communicates different messages, 
ranging from political beliefs to identification with specific 
ethnic or religious groups. The tartan of a Scottish clan, 
the black leather jacket and long hair of a motorcycle 
gang member in the United States, and the veil of an 
Islamic woman in Saudi Arabia all provide a symbolic 
vocabulary that creates cultural diversity. 

Many examples of clothing styles can be used to il-
lustrate how symbols contribute to cultural diversity. Con-
sider, for instance, changing dress codes in the United 
States. During the 1960s, many young people wore jeans, 
sandals, and beads to symbolize their rebellion against 
what they conceived as the conformist inclinations of 
American society. By the 1980s, many of the same people 
were wearing three-piece “power suits” as they sought to 
advance up the corporate ladder. 

An example of how hairstyles can create meaning-
ful symbolic codes can be seen in a group known as the 
Rastafarians (sometimes known as Rastas or Rastaman) 
of Jamaica. The majority of the people of Jamaica are of 
African descent. During the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, they were brought to Jamaica by European 
slave traders to work on plantations. The Rastafarians 
are a specific religious group that believes Haile Selassie 
(1892–1975), the former emperor of Ethiopia whose 
original name was Ras Tafari, was the black Messiah who 
appeared in the flesh for the redemption of all blacks 
exiled in the world of white oppression. Rastafarian reli-
gion fuses Old Testament teachings, Christian mysticism, 
and Afro-Jamaican religious beliefs. The Rastafarian move-
ment originated as a consequence of harsh economic, 
political, and living conditions in the slums of Jamaica. 

In the 1950s, during the early phase of the Rasta-
farian movement, some male members began to grow 
their hair in “locks” or “dreadlocks” to symbolize their 
religious and political commitments. This hairstyle 
became well known in Western society through reg-
gae music and Rasta musicians such as the late Bob 
Marley. Rastafarians derive the symbolism of their 
dreadlock hairstyle from the Bible. They view the un-
shaven man as the natural man and invoke Samson as 
one of the most important figures in the Bible. Dreadlocks 
also reflect a dominant symbol within the Rastafarian 
movement—the lion—which is associated with Haile 
Selassie, one of whose titles was the “Conquering 
Lion of Judah.” To simulate the spirit of the lion, some 
Rastas do not cut their hair, sometimes growing their 
locks 20 inches or more. 

In addition, the dreadlock hairstyle has a deeper 
symbolic significance in Jamaican society, where hair 
was often referred to as an index of racial and social in-
equality. Fine, silky hair was considered “good,” whereas 
woolly, kinky hair was frowned upon (Barrett 1977). The 
white person with fine, silky hair was considered higher 
on the social ladder than was the typical African descen-
dant in Jamaica. Thus, the Rastafarian hairstyle is a defi-
ant symbol of resistance to the cultural values and norms 
of Jamaican society. 

Rastafarian dreadlocks and long beards symbolize 
savagery, wildness, danger, disorder, and degeneration. 
They send the message that Rastafarians are outside of 
Jamaican society. Many Jamaicans view the dreadlocks 
as unkempt, dangerous, and dirty, yet to the Rastafarians, 
dreadlocks symbolize power, liberation, and defiance. 
Through their hairstyle, they announce to society that 
they do not accept the values, beliefs, and norms of the 
majority of the people. 

Thus, to a great extent, culture consists of a network 
of symbolic codes that enhance values, beliefs, world-
views, norms, and ideologies within a society. Humans 
go to great lengths to create symbols that provide mean-
ing for individuals and groups. These symbolic meanings 
are a powerful source of cultural diversity. When anthro-
pologists study these symbolic codes and meanings, they 
often draw upon the humanistic-interpretive approach to 
comprehend these phenomena. 

Bob Marley (1945–1981), a Rastafarian musician. 
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German dialect within their communities. The Amish dress 
in a traditional manner similar to that prescribed by the 
cultural codes of the 1600s. Men wear hats and have long 
beards; women have long hair, which is always covered by 
a hat in public. Based upon their interpretation of the Bi-
ble, the Amish strive to maintain a conservative, traditional 
way of life that does not allow the adoption of modern 
technology such as electricity, automobiles, or television. 
They do not allow their children to be educated beyond 
the eighth grade so that they are not exposed to modern 
U.S. culture. The Amish have an extremely emotional at-
tachment to their ethnicity and culture. These sentiments 
are deeply rooted within Amish culture and are evident in 
their language, dress, and traditional style of life, which dis-
tinguish them from other North Americans. 

We will discuss many different ethnic groups through-
out the various chapters in this text, and in Chapter 16 
we elaborate on how anthropologists have developed 
methods to investigate the complexities of ethnicity, ethnic 
groups, and ethnic movements around the world. 

Cultural Universals 
As previously discussed, early anthropologists empha-
sized the realities of cultural diversity in their research 
and writings. Some anthropologists, however, began to 
recognize that humans throughout the world share some 
fundamental behavioral characteristics. George Murdock, 
an anthropologist who devoted himself to cross-cul-
tural analysis, compiled a lengthy list of cultural univer-
sals from hundreds of societies.  Cultural universals are 

An Amish family. 

Ethnicity
One important aspect of culture is the recognition of 
one’s own group as distinct from another based on dif-
ferent values, beliefs, norms,  and other characteristics. 
When referring to these differences,  anthropologists 
use the terms  ethnic group and  ethnicity. Ethnicity is 
based upon perceived differences in ancestral origins 
or descent and upon shared historical and cultural her-
itage. An ethnic group is a collectivity of people who 
believe they share a common history, culture, or an-
cestry. For example, a small ethnic group known as the 
Old Order Amish maintains very strong ethnic bound-
ary markers in U.S. society (Hostetler 1980; Kephart 
and Zellner 1994). Amish ethnicity originated in Swit-
zerland during the sixteenth century. The Old Order 
Amish descended from a group of Anabaptists who 
split off with their own leadership during the Protes-
tant Reformation. After this split,  the Amish began to 
define themselves as different from other Anabaptists, 
Protestants, and Catholics, and they faced a great deal 
of persecution from the religious authorities (Kephart 
and Zellner 1994; Kraybill 2001). Eventually, the Amish 
fled to the United States in the 1700s, settling first in 
Lancaster,  Pennsylvania. From there, they have grown 
in number and live in twenty different states in the 
United States. Today,  the Amish population is about 
227,000 with about 50, 000 in Ohio, 40,000 in Penn-
sylvania, and smaller numbers in 17 different states. 
There are no longer any Amish living in Europe. 

The Old Order Amish in the United States emphasize 
their ethnic difference through language by speaking a 



54 Chapter 3 �  Culture

essential behavioral characteristics of societies, and they 
are found all over the world. Murdock’s list of cultural uni-
versals can be seen in  Table  3.1; it includes such basics 
as language, cooking, family, folklore, games, community 
organization, decorative art, education, ethics, mythology, 
food taboos, numerals, personal names, magic, religious 
rituals, puberty customs, toolmaking, and sexual restric-
tions. Although the specific content and practices of these 
universals may vary from society to society, the fact that 
these cultural universals exist underlies the essential reality 
that modern humans are of one biological family and one 
species. 

In an influential book entitled Human Universals
(1991), anthropologist Donald E. Brown suggests that in 
their quest to describe cultural diversity, many anthropolo-
gists have overlooked basic similarities in human behav-
ior and culture. This has led to stereotypes and distortions 
about people in other societies, who are viewed as “ex-
otic,” “inscrutable,” and “alien.” 

Following in Murdock’s footsteps, Brown describes 
many human universals. In one imaginative chapter, 
Brown creates a group of people he refers to as the “Uni-
versal People,” who have all the traits of any people in 

any society throughout 
the world. The Univer-
sal People have lan-
guage with a complex 
grammar to commu-
nicate and think ab-
stractly; kinship terms 
and categories to dis-
tinguish relatives and 
age groupings; gender 
terms for male and 
female; facial expres-
sions to show basic 
emotions; a concept of the self as subject and object; tools, 
shelter, and fire; patterns for childbirth and training; fami-
lies and political groupings; conflict; etiquette; morality, re-
ligious beliefs, and worldviews; and dance, music, art, and 
other aesthetic standards. Brown’s depiction of the Univer-
sal People clearly suggests that these and many other as-
pects of human behavior result from certain problems that 
threaten the physical and social survival of all societies. For 
a society to survive, it must have mechanisms to care for 
children, adapt to the physical environment, produce and 

Donald E. Brown. 

age grading faith healing joking pregnancy usages 

athletics family kin groups property rights 

bodily adornments feasting kin terminology propitiation of supernatural beings 

calendar fi re making language puberty customs

community organization folklore magic religious rituals 

cooking food taboos marriage residence rules 

cooperative labor funeral rites mealtimes sexual restrictions 

cosmology games medicine soul concepts 

courtship gestures modesty status differentiation 

dancing gift giving mourning toolmaking

decorative art greetings music trade

division of labor hairstyles mythology visiting

dream interpretation hospitality numerals weaning

education housing obstetrics weather control 

ethics hygiene personal names 

ethnobotany incest taboos population policy 

etiquette inheritance postnatal care 

Source: Adapted from George Peter Murdock, “The Common Denominator of Cultures.” In  The Science of Man in the World Crisis, edited by Ralph Linton. Copyright © 
1945 by Columbia University Press. Reproduced with permission of Columbia University Press in the format textbook via Copyright Clearance Center.

Table 3.1   Cultural Universals Described by Anthropologist George Murdock 
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Summary 
Culture is a key concept in anthropology. Culture is 
learned and is transmitted from generation to genera-
tion in a society. Humans learn through direct experi-
ence (situational learning), observation (social learning), 
and symbols (symbolic learning). Symbols are arbitrary 
meanings that vary from society to society. Many anthro-
pologists view symbolic learning as the major distinction 
between human and nonhuman animals. 

Culture includes material and nonmaterial compo-
nents. The material aspect of culture consists of tools, 
clothing, shelter, armaments, and other innovations that 
enable humans to adapt to their environments. The non-
material components of culture are values, beliefs, norms, 
and ideologies. 

Different societies maintain different cultural and 
symbolic structures, creating the great variety and di-
versity of norms, values, worldviews, and behaviors. 
Cultural anthropologists have discovered that cultural 
items—ranging from dress to technology to sexual prac-
tices to dietary habits—are enormously diverse. Anthro-
pologists also recognize that many patterns of human 
behavior are universal. The universal distribution of cer-
tain cultural traits suggests that humans everywhere have 
similar biological requirements and tendencies that influ-
ence behavior. Thus, anthropologists have been engaged 
in exploring both the diversity and the similarity of hu-
man cultures throughout the world. 

Questions to Think About 
 1.  How do anthropologists differentiate culture from 

nonhuman animal behavior? 

 2.  As a college student, you have probably heard about 
cultural diversity or multiculturalism and the chang-
ing demographics in the United States. What is mul-
ticulturalism? Why is it important to understand this 
concept? Are there any dangers in implementing mul-
ticultural education programs? 

 3.  Using an anthropological perspective, explain the 
statement “You are what you eat.” 

 4.  After reading the section on dress codes and sym-
bolism, pick another example of a form of dress or 

hairstyle and explain what it symbolizes to the indi-
viduals involved. 

 5.  Can you distinguish ethnic groups from each 
other in your own society? How do you make that 
distinction? 

 6.  If you were to create the Universal People (see 
pages 53–55), how would they behave and organize 
themselves? What would they believe? And how 
might they act? 

 7.  Interpret the statement, “Every human is like all 
other humans, some other humans, and no other 
human.” 

distribute goods and services, maintain order, and provide 
explanations of the natural and social environment. In ad-
dition, many universal behaviors result from fundamental 
biological characteristics common to all people. 

Anthropologists have discovered that culture can be 
both diverse and universal. The challenge for anthropology 

is to understand the basis of both this diversity and this 
universality. To paraphrase the late anthropologist Clyde 
Kluckhohn: “Every human is like all other humans, some 
other humans, and no other human.” The major objective 
of cultural anthropology is to investigate the validity of this 
statement. 
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Chapter Questions 

� What is the relationship between individuals and 
culture as studied by psychological anthropologists? 

� How does nonhuman animal behavior differ from 
human behavior? 

� How have anthropologists studied enculturation 
and its relationship to personality formation, sexual 
behavior, cognition, emotions, and mental disorders? 

� In what way are the studies of enculturation limited?

I
n the previous chapter, we explored the concept of 
culture as it reflects the differences and similarities 
in human behavior and thought around the world. 
This chapter focuses on how anthropologists study 

the relationship between the individual and culture, 
or the process of enculturation. Recall from Chapter 3
that enculturation is the process of social interaction 
through which people learn their culture. In this chapter, 
we will discuss the different approaches that anthropolo-
gists have taken study the process of enculturation. One 
of the earliest approaches in this field is psychological 
anthropology. Unlike psychologists, who tend to study 
people within the psychologists’ own societies, psycho-
logical anthropologists observe people and the process 
of enculturation in many different types of societies 
(Henrich, Heine, Norenzayan 2010). Their research find-
ings are then used as the basis of cross-cultural studies 
to determine how and why behavior, thoughts, and feel-
ings differ and are similar from society to society. In this 
chapter, we will also discuss the approaches of  cogni-
tive anthropology, which is the study of cognition and 
cultural meanings through specific methodologies such 
as psychological experiments, computer modeling, and 
other techniques to elicit underlying unconscious factors 
that structure human-thinking processes. 

Psychological anthropologists and cognitive anthro-
pologists study the development of personality charac-
teristics and individual behaviors in a given society and 
how they are influenced by enculturation. In their stud-
ies, anthropologists need to question basic assumptions 
regarding human nature: Is human nature primarily a 
matter of biological influences or of cultural factors? In 
order to study this question, psychological and cognitive 
anthropologists focus on the enculturation process and 
precisely how this process influences personality char-
acteristics, sexual behavior, thinking and cognition, emo-
tional development, and particular abnormal behaviors 
in different societies. This chapter considers some of the 
major research by psychological and cognitive anthropol-
ogists on the process of enculturation. 

Biology versus Culture 
Before we explore the specific aspects of psychological 
anthropology, we need to consider some questions. One 
fundamental concept that anthropologists reflect upon 
is what is frequently referred to as “human nature.” Two 
questions immediately arise when discussing this concept: 
If there are basic similarities or universal patterns of hu-
man behavior, does that mean that human nature is bio-
logically transmitted through heredity? If this is the case, 
to what extent can culture or learning change human 
nature to produce variation in behavior within different 
societies? These two questions have led to a controversy 
in anthropology, with some anthropologists emphasizing 
the biological influences on human behavior and others 
emphasizing the social or cultural influences on behavior. 

Today, however, most anthropologists realize that 
neither biological nor cultural influences exist in abso-
lute, pure form. Modern anthropologists, therefore, adopt 
an interactionist perspective, which combines the effects 
of biology and culture to explain human behavior. An-
thropologists recognize that human behavior depends 
upon both our biological endowment and what we learn 
from our society or culture. What interactionists care 
about is the interrelationship between the biological and 
the learned factors in any behavior. 

Instincts and Human Nature 
Anthropologists often address this question about hu-
man nature: To what extent is human nature similar to 
the nature of other animals? For example, according 
to the traditional view of humans, the human body is 
“animal-like” or “machinelike,” and the human mind is 
separate from the body. For many Westerners, this image 
of humans has been used to distinguish humans from 
other types of animals. 

Human Beings as Animals 
What do we mean when we say that humans are animal-
like? This statement can create misunderstandings be-
cause of the different meanings we give to the word 
animal. On the one hand, we distinguish animals sci-
entifically from plants and minerals. This system of clas-
sification places humans in the animal category. On the 
other hand, animal is sometimes used in a derogatory or 
pejorative sense. For example, in one of the earliest uses 
of the word in written English, Shakespeare wrote: 

His intellect is not replenished, hee is onely an 
animal, onely sensible in the duller parts.  (Love’s 
Labour’s Lost, IV, ii) 

This is the negative meaning of the term that we associate 
with films such as Animal House, referring to “uncivilized,” 
“irrational,” “unthinking,” and “brutish” behaviors. In at-
tempting to understand humans fully, anthropologists em-
phasize only the scientific meaning of the word animal.
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Anthropologists maintain that humans are partly like all 
animals, partly like certain types of animals, and partly like 
no other animal. 

Because we humans are part of the animal king-
dom, we share certain characteristics with all animals. We 
have to consume certain amounts of carbohydrates, pro-
teins, and minerals to survive, just as other animals do. 
We cannot photosynthesize and process our own foods 
from within, as plants do. In addition, we share certain 
characteristics with particular types of animals. For ex-
ample, like other mammals, we have body hair, and hu-
man mothers have the capacity to suckle their offspring 
with milk produced after birth. Similarly, like other pri-
mates such as chimpanzees and gorillas, we have ste-
reoscopic, color vision; we have nails instead of claws; 
we are extremely sociable; and our infants experience a 
long period of dependence on adults. 

Despite these similarities with other animals, humans 
are unquestionably the most complex, intelligent, and re-
sourceful creatures on the planet. Humans have spread 
and adapted to every continent, becoming the most 
widely dispersed animal on the Earth. We have been the 
most creative species in our abilities to adjust to different 
conditions, ranging from tropical rainforests to deserts to 
rural agricultural areas to urban environments. 

Instincts in Animals 
Anthropologists have often asked this question: What 
gives the human species its tremendous flexibility in 
adjusting to these different environments? One way of 
answering this question is to compare the fundamental 
behaviors of human and nonhuman animals. Many ani-
mals inherit instincts that allow them to take advantage 
of the specific conditions of their environment. Instinc-
tive behaviors occur widely within the animal kingdom. 
For example, certain species of birds migrate during the 
winter season. Temperature changes or differences in 
ultraviolet radiation from the Sun trigger biochemically 
based, inborn hormonal reactions that act on neurologi-
cal mechanisms, stimulating all normal individuals within 
a particular species of bird to fly in a certain direction. 
This behavior enables the birds to find sufficient feed-
ing grounds for survival during the winter season. But 
these birds are also influenced by external factors such 
as temperature and other environmental conditions that 
contribute to their behavior; their “instincts” alone do not 
“determine” their behavior. 

Another example of these species-specific instincts 
is the nest-building behavior of certain bird populations. 
In an experiment, scientists isolated as many as five gen-
erations of weaver finches and did not supply them with 
nest-building materials. (Weaver finches are small, brightly 
colored, seed-eating birds that construct complicated nests 
with side entrances.) When the scientists released the sixth 
generation of finches, however, these birds automatically 
built nests identical to those of their ancestors. 

Bears hibernating, salmon swimming upstream to lay 
eggs during a specific season, spiders spinning perfect 
webs, and infant turtles and alligators walking unaided 
toward the water after hatching from eggs are other 
examples of instinctive behaviors. These behaviors can 
be thought of as a kind of innate knowledge with which 
these animals are born that enables them to adapt, sur-
vive, and produce offspring. However, the behavior of 
these animals is not influenced solely by instincts. This 
will be emphasized in this next section. 

Instincts and Learned Behaviors 
As emphasized above, the fact that some animal behav-
iors are instinctive does not mean that environment has 
nothing to do with these behaviors. Although some ani-
mal behavior is near-perfect when it first appears, typi-
cally the development of most animal behavior involves 
a continuous interaction between the organism and the 
environment.

This does not mean that nonhuman animals do not 
learn their complex behaviors, however. For example, 
most birds have to learn the particular songs that they 
sing for various purposes after being exposed to the 
songs of their particular species. However, when biolo-
gists study bird song, they find that there is a very com-
plex process that involves both nature and nurture in 
learning these songs that help birds communicate with 
one another. For example, song learning by birds varies 
from species to species. Some species do not need to be 
exposed to the specific vocalizations to reproduce them 

A weaver fi nch building a nest—an example of instinctive behavior. 



60 Chapter 4 �  The Process of Enculturation: Psychological and Cognitive Anthropology

in near-perfect form. A particular species of dove sings a 
species-specific type of “coo” in perfect form even when 
reared with other species of doves. In contrast, parrots 
can learn to imitate any song they hear. But generally, 
many other birds, such as chaffinches and other species 
need to be exposed to the adult song during their early 
months to acquire the specific vocalization for their par-
ticular species (Catchpole and Slater 1995; Hinde and 
Stevenson-Hinde 1987; Marler and Slabbekorn 2004). 
In fact, much of animal behavior is a result of both ge-
netically based neurological capacities and “nurture” or 
learning that provides the animals with the experience 
they need to adapt and survive within the world. 

Most ethologists (scientists who study animal be-
havior) agree that complex instincts in different types 
of animals can be classified as exhibiting a closed or a 
more open type of genetic program. Closed types of 
instincts remain fairly stable, even when environmen-
tal conditions change, whereas open types respond 
more sensitively to changing circumstances. For exam-
ple, many species of birds that migrate, such as geese, 
have changed their migratory behavior in response to 
environmental changes. Thus, even behaviors that are 
genetically based can be modified to some degree by ex-
perience and by specific environmental conditions. 

Do Humans Possess Instincts? 
Because humans are part of the animal kingdom, this 
question arises: Do we have any instinctive behaviors? 
This question is difficult to answer because we use the 
word instinct in different contexts. Sometimes, we refer 
to athletes as having the right kind of instincts in going 
toward the basket or goal line. Upon further reflection, 
however, it is obvious that basketball or football players 
who respond in an automatic way to a play situation do 
so only after practicing for long hours and developing the 
coordination and skillful moves necessary for competi-
tive sports. Because athletic skills are learned, they are 
not comparable to the instinctive behaviors of animals. 
We also use the term  instinct to refer to some intuitive 
processes. For example, we have all heard about relying 
upon our instincts in making difficult decisions. Usually, 
when we refer to our “gut instincts,” what we really mean 
are our “intuitions.” Some “cognitive intuitions” may very 
well be based on “innate predispositions” that develop 
as a result of our brain and neurological developments, 
as well as early learning in infancy. However, as men-
tioned earlier, closed instincts are genetically prescribed 
behaviors that rigidly determine behavior, whereas our 
intuitions are internal feelings and cognitive states that 
tend to motivate us in certain directions. It appears that 
some of our intuitions are more like open instincts, which 
involve a great deal of learning from the environment. 
As Matt Ridley, a well-known biologist, who empha-
sizes an interactionist understanding of human behavior, 
states, “Instincts, in a species like the human one, are not 

immutable genetic programmers; they are predispositions 
to learn” (1996:6). 

Thus, we can ask these questions: Do humans have 
any closed instincts like those of other nonhuman animals? 
Do we have any automatic, biologically controlled behav-
iors? Because of the wide range of behaviors shown by 
humans, most anthropologists, psychologists, and other 
social scientists concur that humans do not have any in-
stincts that automatically motivate and drive our behavior. 

We do have some genetically determined behaviors 
called simple reflexes, or involuntary responses, such as 
being startled by a loud noise, blinking our eyes, breath-
ing, and throwing out our arms when we lose our bal-
ance. These reflexive behaviors are automatic responses 
to environmental conditions, and we do them uncon-
sciously. But these are not comparable to the complex 
behaviors related to the closed instincts of some other 
species. Some anthropologists, however, influenced by 
evolutionary psychology, hypothesize that humans have 
some genetically prepared behaviors that have enabled 
us to adapt to varying conditions in our evolutionary his-
tory. As mentioned above, evolutionary psychologists do 
think that humans have “cognitive intuitions” that predis-
pose certain “forms of thinking and perhaps action.” Yet, 
they do not view these cognitive intuitions as automati-
cally motivating and driving human behavior; instead, 
these cognitive intuitions are definitely shaped by experi-
ence and learning, as well as by brain and neurological 
developments while we are young children. Psychologist 
David Myers has followed the research on “intuitions” for 
many years and concludes that although we as humans 
rely on our intuitions for many decisions and actions we 
take, our intuitions can be very faulty guides for under-
standing the reality around us (Myers 2002). Psycholo-
gists and anthropologists have been doing experimental 
studies on intuitions in the United States and around the 
world and find that they often mislead our thinking and 
perceptions of the world. 

Drives
We humans have basic, inborn  drives—biological urges 
such as hunger, thirst, and sex—that need satisfaction. 
These drives are important for the survival of the species. 
Yet, again, these drives are not comparable to the closed 
instincts of nonhuman animals. We are not programmed 
to satisfy them in a rigid, mechanical manner. Rather, the 
ways in which we satisfy such drives are learned through 
experience. We do not automatically build a spider’s web 
to capture our food; we have to learn to find food in 
ways that vary widely in many different types of environ-
ments. And unlike some other animals, we may choose to 
override rather than to satisfy these drives. For example,
people can ignore the hunger drive by going on hunger 
strikes as a political protest. 

If we do not have closed instincts that rigidly pre-
scribe our behavior, what do we have that makes us so 
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successful and creative? The answer is that we have the 
capacity for flexibility in creating conditions and provid-
ing solutions for human survival. Some animals have a 
closed biogram, a genetically closed behavioral com-
plex that is related to their adaptations to their specific 
environment niche. In contrast, humans have an open 
biogram, an extremely flexible genetic program that is 
shaped by learning experiences. 

Culture versus Instinct 
Our unprecedented success in adapting to different 
conditions reflects not only our open biograms, but 
also the influence of human culture. Our capacity for 
culture, an inherent aspect of the human mind, has 
enabled us to modify our behaviors and to shape and 
adjust to our natural environment. The capacity for cul-
ture is genetically programmed through the human brain 
and nervous system. But as we emphasized in Chapter 3,
culture is not transmitted biologically through genetic 
programming. Instead, it is learned through the en-
culturation process and is passed on from generation 
to generation. Culture frees us from relying upon the 
slow process of natural selection to adapt to specific 
environments. 

Most genes do not specifically encode for narrowly 
defined types of human behavior. We are not geneti-
cally programmed to build shelters in a certain manner, 
to devise patterns of economic distribution, to get mar-
ried, to vote for a president, to carry out a revolution, or 
to believe in a particular religion. These are learned be-
haviors based on the enculturation processes that make 
up the economic, social, political, and religious prac-
tices and concepts of a particular society. Without cul-
ture, we would not be able to adjust to the tremendous 
range of environments throughout the world. We would 
not be able to adapt to Arctic conditions, hunt animals 
and collect plants, herd cattle, plant crops, or drive a car. 
The development of the human mind, with the capacity 
for culture, represents the greatest revolutionary break-
through in the evolution of life. 

Enculturation: Culture 
and Personality 
Enculturation is a lifelong process, and it links individu-
als with the specific culture to which they are exposed. 
Immediately after they are born, infants begin to absorb 
their language and culture—the etiquette, mores, values, 
beliefs, and practices of their society—through both un-
conscious and conscious learning—situational, social, 
and symbolic. 

Enculturation is a vital foundation of our humanity. 
Virtually helpless at birth, an infant needs care and is 
completely dependent on others for survival. Through the 
interaction of enculturation with biologically based pre-
dispositions, a person acquires his or her personality,

the fairly stable patterns of thought, feeling, and action 
associated with a specific person. Personality includes 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components. The 
cognitive component of personality consists of thought 
patterns, memory, belief, perception, and other intel-
lectual capacities. The emotional component includes 
emotions such as love, hate, envy, jealousy, sympathy, 
anger, and pride. The behavioral component consists of 
the skills, aptitudes, competence, and other abilities or 
potentials that are developed throughout the course of a 
person’s life. 

Early Studies of Enculturation 
During the 1930s and 1940s, a number of anthropologists 
began to research enculturation to learn about the influ-
ence of culture on personality development. At this time, 
some social scientists suggested that biology and race 
are the most influential determinants of human behavior 
(see Chapter 16). In Germany, for example, social scien-
tists who were members of the Nazi Party promoted the 
idea that because of biological characteristics, some races 
are superior to others in respect to behavior and thought. 
Cultural anthropologists in the United States began to 
challenge this view of biological or racial determinism 
through research on enculturation (Boas 1940; Benedict 
and Weltfish 1943; Degler 1991; Konner 2002). In par-
ticular, two women anthropologists, Ruth Benedict and 
Margaret Mead, became pioneers in early psychological 
anthropology. They published extensively and became 
prominent in this area of research. Both of these anthro-

pologists maintained that each 
society and culture 

Ruth Benedict wrote about the Plains Indians as seen in this photo 
with her. 
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has a unique history. After studying processes such as 
child rearing and enculturation, they proposed that every 
culture is characterized by a dominant personality type. 
Culture, they argued, is essentially “personality writ large.” 
The field studies they did became the basis of what was 
then called culture-and-personality theory. 

Benedict and Culture Types One classic exam-
ple of the application of culture-and-personality theory 
is Benedict’s analysis of the Plains and Pueblo Native 
American Indian societies. In an essay titled “Psychologi-
cal Types in the Cultures of the Southwest” (1928) and in 
a classic book, Patterns of Culture (1934), Benedict clas-
sified Pueblo societies as having an Apollonian (named 
for the Greek god Apollo) culture. The Pueblo cultural 
ethos stressed gentleness, cooperation, harmony, tran-
quility, and peacefulness. According to Benedict, these 
values explain why members of Pueblo societies were 
“moderate.” The Pueblo rarely indulged in violence, and 
they avoided the use of drugs and alcohol to transcend 
their senses. 

In contrast, Benedict characterized the Plains so-
cieties as Dionysian (after the Greek god Dionysius). 
She described how the values and ethos of the Plains 
groups were almost the direct opposite of those of the 
Pueblo. The Plains Indians were involved in warfare and 
violence, and their ritual behavior included the use of 
drugs, alcohol, fasting, and physical self-torture and muti-
lation to induce religious ecstasy. Benedict extended her 
analysis to such groups as the Kwakiutl Native American 
peoples and the Dobu of Melanesia. She referred to the 
Kwakiutl as “megalomaniacs” and the Dobuans as “para-
noid,” fearing and hating one another. In each case, she 
claimed that the group’s values and ethos had created a 
distinctive cultural personality. In Benedict’s analysis, the 
culture of a particular society can be studied by studying 
the personality of its bearers. The patterning or configu-
ration of a particular culture is simply reflected in an indi-
vidual’s personality. 

Mead in Samoa Margaret Mead was one of the 
most influential contributors to the field of culture and 
personality. Although most of her ethnographic reports 
focused on fairly isolated, small-scale societies located 
in the Pacific islands, she addressed issues that con-
cerned U.S. society, particularly adolescence, child care, 
and relationships between males and females. At the age 
of 23, Mead went to the islands of American Samoa to 
study adolescent development. In the United States and 
other societies, adolescence was usually identified with 
emotional conflict and rebellion against parental author-
ity. Her mentor, Franz Boas (see  Chapter 6), wanted her 
to investigate this aspect of life in Samoa to determine 
whether this pattern of adolescent development was uni-
versal. The central research question that Mead was to 

investigate was: To what extent are adolescent problems 
the product of physiological changes occurring at pu-
berty or the result of cultural factors? 

Mead resided in Samoa for nine months and inter-
viewed sixty-eight Samoan girls (twenty-five of these in 
depth) in three villages. She concluded that, in contrast to 
U.S. society, adolescence in Samoa was not characterized 
by problems between the young and the old. She attrib-
uted the difference between the two societies to different 
sets of values, which produced different cultural person-
alities. In her book Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), she 
argued that Samoan society emphasized group harmony 
and cooperation. These values arose, according to Mead, 
from Samoan child-rearing practices. Samoan children 
were raised in family units that included many adults. 
Therefore, youngsters did not develop strong emotional 
ties to any one adult. Consequently, she argued, emo-
tional bonds were relatively shallow. 

For this reason, Mead continued, Samoan society 
was more permissive than U.S. society. Children learned 
privately and often secretly about sexuality, and adoles-
cents learned freely but had hidden, clandestine premari-
tal sex. In addition, Mead contended that Samoan society 
shared a common set of values and standards. Therefore, 
Samoan children were not exposed to conflicting values 
and differing political and religious beliefs, as were U.S. 

Margaret Mead with a Samoan girl. 
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adolescents. For these reasons, Mead concluded, Samoan
children experienced a much easier transition from 
adolescence into adulthood than did their counterparts in 
the United States. 

The Culture-and-Personality School: An Eval-
uation The anthropological tradition represented by 
Mead and Benedict stimulated more careful research re-
garding personality and culture. Much of the data provided 
by these early psychological anthropologists was impor-
tant in understanding the enculturation process. As a result 
of these early studies, we now have a better understanding 
of personality formation, thought, behavior, and emotional 
development within different human societies. 

Despite these accomplishments, the culture-and-
personality school has been criticized on many fronts. 
One major shortcoming cited is the practice of characteriz-
ing an entire society in terms of one dominant personality. 
Culture-and-personality theorists assumed that all mem-
bers of a given society share the same cultural knowledge. 
This assumption produced highly stereotyped presenta-
tions of various cultures and peoples. In fact, culture and 
knowledge are distributed differently and unequally within 
society. Some people have knowledge of a culture’s values, 
beliefs, and ideologies that others do not have. As discussed 
in Chapter 3, people do not all share the same culture; cul-
ture is variously distributed among different individuals. 
Thus, defining an entire society as a single personality cre-
ates cultural stereotypes, rather than a realistic portrait of a 
people. Benedict, for example, neglected many data that 
suggested that both the Plains and the Pueblo societies 
exhibited Apollonian and Dionysian behaviors. 

The culture-and-personality school has also been 
criticized for focusing entirely on the nonmaterial aspects 
of culture. Theorists such as Benedict went so far as to 
argue that cultural values are completely autonomous 
from material conditions (Hatch 1973). Therefore, they 
did not include such factors as technology or the physi-
cal environment in their explanations of human behav-
ior. Again using Benedict as an example, the fact that 
traditional Plains Indians were primarily bison-hunting 
groups, whereas the Pueblo peoples were agriculturalists 
in a semiarid desert, was not included in her analysis, yet 
this fact was obviously important in their societies. 

A final criticism of the culture-and-personality the-
orists is their perceived tendency to attribute human 
behavior entirely to cultural factors. Of course, their em-
phasis on cultural determinants, rather than biological 
determinants, reflects the attempt to criticize the biologi-
cal and racist determinism prevalent during that period. 
During the time period when the Nazi movement and 
other racist causes were emphasizing biological and ra-
cial determinism, Benedict and Mead, along with their 
mentor Franz Boas were illustrating the importance of 
culture in shaping and influencing human behavior. 
However, one controversy developed in anthropology in 

the 1980s with the late Australian anthropologist Derek 
Freeman’s criticism of Margaret Mead. This controversy 
illustrated the global dimension and reach of anthropol-
ogy worldwide. 

The Freeman–Mead Controversy In 1983, 
Freeman attracted a great deal of international attention 
when he published a controversial book titled  Marga-
ret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an 
Anthropological Myth. Having conducted fieldwork in 
Samoa intermittently since 1940, Freeman concluded that 
Mead’s findings were largely erroneous. Whereas Mead 
had portrayed the Samoan people as lacking strong pas-
sions, aggression, warfare (warfare had been suppressed 
by the government, but it did exist well into the colonial 
period when Mead was there), a sense of sin or guilt, 
rape, suicide, and other behaviors associated with intense 
emotions, Freeman claimed to find all of these behaviors. 

Freeman challenged Mead by asserting that strong 
emotional ties did exist between parents and children in 
Samoan society. He also challenged Mead’s conclusions 
concerning casual attitudes toward sexuality. Pointing out 
that Samoa had converted to Christianity during the 1830s, 
Freeman asserted that most Samoans had puritanical views 
toward sexuality. He found that virginity for girls was highly 
valued, casual sexual liaisons were prohibited, and adultery 
was severely punished. Government records indicated that 
the incidence of rape in Samoa (proportionate to popula-
tion size) was twice as high as that in the United States. 

Freeman also rejected Mead’s claims for an easy 
transition from adolescence to adulthood. He noted that 
adolescents were severely punished by their parents 
for any transgressions. He presented charts illustrating 
that offenses and delinquent behaviors among Samoans 
peaked at the age of 16, especially for males. Thus, Free-
man concluded that adolescents in Samoa go through a 
period of deviance and rebellion against their elders in 
the same way that other adolescents around the world 
do. Freeman asserted that hormonal changes, as well as 
cultural influences, have consequences for adolescent 
behavior everywhere. Samoan adolescents are not much 
different from adolescents elsewhere. 

How could two anthropologists studying the same 
people arrive at such radically different conclusions? In-
stead of residing with a Samoan family, Mead lived with 
an American family and conducted interviews intermit-
tently. However, Freeman does concede that Mead had 
an incredible amount of energy and tried to find out as 
carefully as possible what these young females thought and 
how they behaved when they frequently visited the back 
porch of her household. Although she was appointed by 
the Samoan chiefs as an important high-status taupou (a 
ceremonial position as a village virgin), Freeman claimed 
that because she was a young woman, she did not in-
terview many of the significant chiefs. Of the twenty-five 
females she interviewed, half were not past puberty and, 
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therefore, could not serve as models of the transition 
from adolescence to adulthood. 

Freeman argued that the major reason for Mead’s 
misinterpretation of Samoan society was her extreme 
reliance on the model of cultural determinism of theo-
rists such as Benedict. Thus, Mead’s portrayal of Samoa 
as a society without adolescent problems supported the 
claims of her close colleagues at that time, who main-
tained that biology had little influence on behavior. In 
contrast, Freeman emphasized an interactionist approach, 
which focuses on both biological and cultural influences. 
He argued that the biological changes that accompany 
adolescence inevitably affect adolescent behavior. 

The Freeman–Mead debate remains a major con-
troversy in anthropology. Supporters of Mead point out 
that Freeman studied Samoa years and even decades after 
Mead did. Because societies are not static, it is possible that 
Samoan values and lifestyles had changed by the time of 
Freeman’s work. Freeman wrote two more recent books, 
Margaret Mead and the Heretic: The Making and Unmak-
ing of an Anthropological Myth (1997) and  The Fateful 
Hoaxing of Margaret Mead (1999), in which he empha-
sized how Mead was strongly influenced by the ideas of 
cultural determinism. He believed that Mead overlooked 
any type of biological influences on behavior. 

However, other anthropologists of Samoa, such as 
Paul Shankman, note that Mead did not discount biol-
ogy entirely; she merely rejected the extreme biologi-
cal deterministic views of their time (Shankman 1998, 
2001, 2009a, 2009b). In addition, Freeman tended to 
emphasize public morality or “ideal culture” based on 
what people said, rather than what they actually did. 
Also, Freeman overlooked Mead’s very precise 1930 
study of Samoan social organization and culture, which 
is still viewed as a classic intensive ethnographic work 
today by Samoan specialists. In the recent book  The 
Trashing of Margaret Mead: Anatomy of an Anthropo-
logical Controversy, Paul Shankman assesses the Mead–
Freeman controversy and the international media event 
that developed about anthropological issues (2009b). 
In Shankman’s assessment, he provides an in-depth un-
derstanding of both Mead and Freeman’s perspectives 
and how their personal histories within anthropology 
resulted in misinterpretations and exaggerations about 
Samoan culture and society. In addition, Shankman em-
phasizes that Freeman had neglected the fact that Mead 
did take an interactionist approach to understanding Sa-
moan behavior and culture. This resulted in Freeman’s 
misrepresentation of Mead’s analysis and perspective. 
Shankman discusses the impact of the Mead–Freeman 
debate on contemporary Samoan society. Since nei-
ther Mead nor Freeman discussed how globalization 
has transformed and created numerous problems such 
as high suicide rates for young people, medical prob-
lems such as obesity and diabetes, along with poverty, 
the relevance of the debate has become marginal to the 
Samoans today. Overall, the Mead–Freeman controversy 

resulted in a complex debate within and outside of 
anthropology. As the controversy has matured, a num-
ber of anthropologists have refined their understanding 
of both the realities of and the myths about Samoan cul-
ture and have developed a more nuanced interactionist 
approach to assessing enculturation issues (Shankman 
2009b). 

Childhood Acquisition of Cultural 
Knowledge
Despite limitations of early research on enculturation 
and on culture and personality, pioneering women an-
thropologists such as Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, and 
others were the first to systematically examine the ef-
fects of childhood training on personality development. 
Male ethnographers had not paid much attention to this 
subject. This innovative research has resulted in a much 
improved understanding of the techniques of childhood 
training and enculturation throughout the world. Since 
then, a number of studies of childhood training by psy-
chological anthropologists have contributed to this area 
of research. Anthropologist Meredith Small in her books 
Our Babies, Ourselves: How Biology and Culture Shape 
the Way We Parent (1998) and  Kids: How Biology and 
Culture Shape the Way We Raise Our Children (2001) 
summarizes how biological factors interact with learn-
ing in enculturation processes in many different societies 
throughout the world. In these two books, Small empha-
sizes that biology intersects with culture in infant and 
child development, but that we are neurologically “un-
finished” and brain growth is inextricably connected with 
social and cultural development. 

Japanese Childhood Enculturation Some 
contemporary ethnographic research projects focus on 
the type of childhood training and enculturation that 
influence the learning of basic concepts of a particular 
culture. One study, conducted by Joy Hendry (1992), 
focused on how children in Japan become enculturated. 
According to the Western stereotype, Japanese society 
is characterized as “collectivistic,” rather than “individu-
alistic.” A related stereotype is that Japanese society is 
a “consensus” or “conformist” society, with everyone 
submitting to the norms of the group. Hendry’s ethno-
graphic research on whether these stereotypes are cor-
rect focused on how children learn their initial concepts 
of Japanese culture and adjust to group behaviors. 

Hendry found that small children are extremely im-
portant in Japanese culture. Babies are afforded every 
possible individual attention. For example, many highly 
educated mothers give up their careers to dedicate them-
selves to full-time nurturing once a child is born. The 
child is to be kept in a secure, harmonious household. 
A tiny child is often strapped to a mother’s back or front 
while the mother works, shops, and performs daily rou-
tines. Also, an adult will lie down with a child at bedtime 
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siblings, and other details.) In addition, the teacher vis-
its each child’s home at least once during the academic 
year. Thus, along with learning to cooperate with their 
new uchi group, these children also become familiar 
with their own individuality and the individual charac-
teristics of their peers. When engaging in group activi-
ties, whether in games, sports, learning activities, or other 
responsibilities, the children teach each other personal 
skills and abilities so that the entire group will benefit. 

Hendry concluded that even though Japanese chil-
dren learn to participate in many group-oriented ac-
tivities, they do not completely lose their sense of 
individuality. Although Japanese society does not em-
phasize individualism in the same way U.S. society does, 
with its connotations of self-assertion and individual 
rights, Japanese children develop their own sense 
of self in respect to their individual talents and abili-
ties. One of the conclusions based on the new types 
of psychological anthropology studies such as Joy Hen-
dry’s is that children are not just passive recipients in 
the enculturation process. Instead, they are active con-
tributors to the meaning and outcome of interactions 
with other members of society. 

The child is viewed as an active agent in this new 
conception of enculturation and learns to choose and 
design appropriate responses to specific social situations 
and contexts as he or she is exposed to them. Psycho-
logical anthropologists are contributing to a better un-
derstanding of how children acquire cultural knowledge 
through exposure and active participation in everyday 
social interaction. 

Psychoanalytic Approaches 
in Anthropology 
Sigmund Freud’s Infl uence 
A number of psychological anthropologists have been 
influenced by the concepts and ideas of Sigmund Freud, 
the founder of psychoanalysis and psychiatry. Freud 
(1856–1939), a Viennese physician trained in the natural 
sciences, viewed human behavior as a reflection of in-
nate emotional factors. His theory of human behavior 
emphasizes the importance of emotions in the develop-
ment of an individual’s personality. He tried to demon-
strate that a great deal of emotional life is unconscious; 
that is, people are often unaware of the real reasons 
for their feelings and actions. Freud postulated that the 
personality is made up of three sectors: the id, ego, and 
superego.

Freud believed that all humans are born with un-
conscious, innate drives for sex and aggression. These 
unconscious desires are part of the id. According to 
Freud, these drives promote the seeking of immediate 
pleasure and the avoidance of pain. The id represents 
the basic needs of humans, needs that exist in the un-
conscious. Freud maintained that the id is rooted in the 

until he or she falls asleep and in some cases, sleeps all 
night with the child. From an American perspective, it 
appears that the child is totally indulged, but the child 
learns a great many routine tasks such as eating, wash-
ing, dressing, and toilet training through repetition until 
the child can do these tasks on his or her own. 

During this early phase of enculturation, children 
learn two basic cultural concepts:  uchi, or inside of the 
house, including the people inside, and soto, the outside 
world. Human beings are categorized by these concepts, 
and various behaviors in a Japanese household, such as 
removing shoes before entering the house, reinforce the 
inside/outside dichotomy. Uchi is associated with safety, 
security, and cleanliness. Soto is where danger may lurk; 
big dogs, strangers, or even demons and ghosts may be 
outside. For the first few years of their lives, children 
play with siblings and cousins and then gradually with 
close neighbors. They are allowed to play in the imme-
diate neighborhood from as early as 2 years of age if it 
is a safe environment, and they begin to build up a new 
set of “inside” personal relations with neighbors who 
live nearby. 

At the age of 4 or 5, children are introduced to group 
life with outsiders in a kindergarten or day nursery. At 
first, the children cry for a while and refuse to join in, 
but eventually they become involved with the new group 
of fellow kindergartners, and this becomes a new  uchi
group for them. They learn to cooperate with one an-
other in the group and begin to develop an identity ap-
propriate for group life. However, Hendry emphasized 
that the children do not lose 
their individuality. Each child is 
treated as an individual by the 
teacher, who obtains a great 
deal of background knowledge 
about the child. 
(Parents fill out 
forms regard-
ing their child’s
strengths and 
weaknesses, 
l ikes and 
dislikes, 

A Japanese mother with her child.
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biological organism and is present at birth; the newborn 
is basically a bundle of needs. But the sexual and the 
aggressive drives are often frustrated by society. This 
frustration frequently results in what Freud termed 
repression, wherein the energy created by these sexual 
and aggressive drives of the id is redirected into socially 
approved forms of expression. 

Eventually, the second part of the personality, the 
ego, becomes differentiated from the id. The  ego rep-
resents the conscious attempt to balance the innate 
pleasure-seeking drives of the human organism with the 
demands and realities of the society. The ego is the “con-
scious” part of the personality and is sometimes referred 
to as the “reality part” of the personality. 

Finally, the human personality develops the super-
ego, which is the presence of culture within the individ-
ual. The superego is based on the internalized values 
and norms of society, which create the individual’s con-
science. The superego develops first in response to paren-
tal demands, but gradually the child learns that he or she 
has to respond to the society and culture at large. For 
example, Freud hypothesized that all male children are 
driven by an unconscious desire to have an affectionate 
and sexual relationship with their mother. This uncon-
scious desire leads to hostility toward their natural father, 
the authority figure within the family. Freud called this 
the Oedipus complex. This desire is frustrated by the mo-
rality and norms of society, the superego, and the en-
culturation process. These emotional feelings become 
repressed, and the mature ego of the individual emerges 
to intervene between these desires and the dictates of 
society.

Freud’s hypotheses were highly controversial in his 
own lifetime and remain so today. Although his theories 
are based on limited examples from his European medi-
cal and psychoanalytic practice, he extended his conclu-
sions to include all of humanity. Freud’s early scientific 
work was in neurology and brain science, and he be-
lieved that all of his findings regarding the human psyche 
would eventually be reduced to neurological patterns and 
development within the brain (1891). For example, Freud 
experimented with the drug cocaine himself in the early 
twentieth century, and although he abandoned the use of 
this drug because of its negative consequences, his experi-
ments did increase scientific findings about the effects 
of cocaine and other drugs on the brain (Konner 2002). 
Freud’s conceptions regarding enculturation have been 
modified by some modern anthropologists who study 
the role of childhood experiences in the formation of 
personality. However, Freud’s theories of emotional de-
velopment and the role of the unconscious in personal-
ity represent significant contributions to anthropological 
research on enculturation. 

Anthropologists inspired by the Freudian approach 
attempt to study the relationship among the unconscious 
thoughts, emotions, and motives of humans. In some 
cases, they collaborate with psychiatrists to study dreams, 

symbols, fantasy life, interrelations among family mem-
bers, and sexual relations (Paul 1989, 1996; Herdt and 
Stoller 1990). 

Understanding Incest Avoidance 
and the Incest Taboo 
One of the topics addressed by psychological anthro-
pologists is incest. During their studies of interrelation-
ships among family members and sexual relations in 
various societies, psychological anthropologists noted 
the widespread avoidance of incestuous behavior. They 
have developed various hypotheses to understand what 
are referred to as incest avoidance and the incest taboo. 
Freud offered a mythical explanation for the origins of 
the incest taboo in his book  Totem and Taboo (1913). In 
this book, Freud proposed that the incest taboo is a result 
of the Oedipus complex and the rivalry between fathers 
and sons. According to Freud, in the earliest families, the 
sons rebelled against their fathers, resulting in what he 
referred to as Primal Patricide. Having killed their fathers, 
the sons felt a sense of guilt, so they developed the in-
cest taboo prohibiting sexual relations within the family. 
Although anthropologists no longer take Freud’s myth of 
the Primal Patricide seriously, there is no question that 
Freud’s notions once had an influence on thinking about 
the problems of incest avoidance and the incest taboo. 

Anthropologists have been studying these issues re-
garding incest and the family for a long period of time 
and have developed a number of different hypotheses 
to explain the worldwide prevalence of the incest taboo. 
Incest involves sexual relations or marriage between cer-
tain relatives. Incest avoidance refers to the shunning of 
sexual relations and marriage between certain relatives. 
Incest avoidance is a universal phenomenon (Brown 
1991). This appears to be valid for humans, and it is also 
widely found throughout the animal kingdom (Bischof 
1972; Murray and Smith 1983; Pusey 2004). The incest 
taboo is based on strong cultural norms that prohibit 
sexual relations or marriage between certain relatives. 
Although incest avoidance is found universally, incest 
taboos are not. Anthropologists find that some societies 
view incest with disgust and revulsion; these societies 
have strong prohibitions or taboos against incest. Yet in 
other societies, people view incest as such an incredible 
and even laughable behavior that no taboo is called for 
(Van den Berghe 1979). 

Marriage and sex between parent and child and 
between brother and sister are forbidden in almost all 
societies, although certain exceptions do exist. Ancient 
Egyptians, Hawaiians, and Incas institutionalized inces-
tuous brother-sister marriages within their ruling classes. 
This phenomenon is known as royal incest. The purpose 
of this practice was to maintain the ruling family’s eco-
nomic wealth and political power. For most people in 
most societies, however, marriages within the immediate 
family are forbidden. 
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Biological Explanations 
of Incest Avoidance 
One ancient and widely held view of the basis for incest 
avoidance is that inbreeding within the immediate family 
causes genetic defects. This view is connected with the 
observation that abnormal or defective negative traits that 
are carried within the family would be accentuated by 
inbreeding.

The problem here is that inbreeding itself does not 
cause harmful genes to exist; it only causes these harmful 
genes to proliferate in a rapid fashion if they already ex-
ist within the immediate family. In fact, recent studies of 
cousin marriage have indicated that inbreeding actually 
produces mostly positive genetic influences. Obviously, 
as mentioned before, harmful genes can result in nega-
tive consequences in cousin marriages; however, accord-
ing to the recent scientific findings in the human genome 
project, every individual has approximately 1,000 harm-
ful genes out of about 25,000 genes. Anthropologists 
find that populations apparently can be highly inbred for 
many generations and survive quite well. Although harm-
ful genetic consequences are found within some inbred 
populations, anthropologists are seeking alternative ex-
planations of the universality of incest avoidance (Wolf 
and Durham 2004). 

Marital Alliance and the Incest Taboo 
Rather than focusing on biological tendencies, some 
anthropologists have concentrated on the social con-
sequences of inbreeding. In an early explanation, E. B. 
Tylor (1889) hypothesized that incest taboos originated 
as a means of creating alliances among different small-
scale societies. Marriages outside of one’s group cre-
ate kinship alliances that encourage cooperation and 
improve chances for survival. Tylor coined the phrase 
“marry out or be killed out” to summarize his argument 
that if people did not create these social alliances, dire 
consequences would follow, including warfare among 
the different groups. Anthropologists Leslie White 
and Claude Lévi-Strauss have presented variations of 
this functionalist hypothesis (White 1959; Lévi-Strauss 
1969). The problem with these hypotheses is that 
they explain the origins of marrying outside of one’s 
group, rather than incest taboos (Van den Berghe 1980; 
Wolf 2004). 

Another type of explanation was proposed by 
Malinowski, who viewed the incest taboo as a mecha-
nism that functions to sustain the family as an institution 
(1927). Malinowski argued that brother-sister, father-
daughter, or mother-son marriages or sexual relations 
would generate status-role conflict and rivalry within the 
family, leading to dysfunctions and possible dissolution. 
The incest taboo thus serves to reduce family friction and 
conflict and to maintain harmony within the family. Ob-
viously, this view is closest to the traditional Freudian 
perspective on the incest taboo. 

Childhood Familiarity Hypothesis 
Another explanation of the origin and perpetuation of 
incest avoidance is known as the  childhood familiarity 
hypothesis, which proposes that siblings that were raised 
together in the family do not become erotically involved 
or sexually attracted to one another because of a bio-
logical tendency. Children living in close association with 
one another would develop mutual sexual aversion and 
avoid incest. 

A number of psychological anthropological studies 
appear to support this hypothesis. Arthur Wolf studied 
a marriage pattern in Taiwan called “minor marriage” 
(known locally as sim-pua marriage), in which a very 
young girl was adopted into the family of her future hus-
band. The boy and the future bride were then raised in 
a sibling type of relationship. The purpose of this system 
was to allow the girl to adjust to her new family through 
a long association with her husband’s kin. Wolf (1970, 
2004) interviewed many people who were involved in 
these arranged relationships and found that most of them 
were dissatisfied both sexually and romantically with 
their spouses. Both males and females were inclined to 
have extramarital relations, and divorce rates were higher 
than normal. These conclusions appear to support the 
childhood familiarity hypothesis. 

Another study, conducted in Israel, also presented 
evidence to support this hypothesis. When European 
Jews first settled in what was then known as Palestine 
in the early twentieth century, they established collective 
communities known as kibbutzim. Within these kibbut-
zim, children were separated from the family into peer 
groups of six to eight children to be raised and social-
ized together. Children in these peer-group settings had 

These Israeli children are eating lunch on a kibbutz. Anthropologists 
fi nd that children who are raised together on a kibbutz usually do 
not marry one another. 
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The Anthropology 
of the “Self” 

O ne topic that is currently in-
spiring a great deal of cross-
cultural research is the issue 

of the individual, or the concept of 
the “person” within society. More 
specifi cally, many anthropologists are 
addressing these questions: Do people 
in different societies view themselves as 
individuals, selves, or persons who are 
separate from their social group? If not, 
can we assume that people in these 
societies are  self-motivated or  self-
interested in pursuing various goals? 
We usually make this assumption to 
explain our own behaviors and those 
of other people in our own society, 
but can we use this assumption to ex-
plain the behavior of people in other 
societies?

In the West, we tend to regard 
people as individuals who feel free to 
pursue their self-interests, to marry or 
not to marry, and to do what they want 
with their private property. Individual-
ism is stressed through cultural beliefs 
and ideologies that serve as a basis 
for our economic, social, political, le-
gal, and religious institutions. But is this 
sense of individualism a “natural” condi-
tion, or is it a by-product of our distinc-
tive social and historical development? 
One way of answering this question is 
through cross-cultural research. If we 
find that other people do not think in 
these terms, then we can assume that 

our thoughts about the self, mind, and 
individual are conditioned by our his-
torical and cultural circumstances. 

One early theorist who influenced 
modern anthropological research on 
these questions was Marcel Mauss, 
a French sociologist who argued that 
the concept of the “self” or “person” 
as separate from the “role” and “sta-
tus” within society arose in relationship 
to modern capitalist society ([1938] 
1985). Relying upon the ethnographic 
research of anthropologists such as 
Franz Boas, he theorized that the 
concept of the individual person 
had developed uniquely in the West 
through the evolution of Roman law, 

Christian ideas of morality, and modern 
philosophical thought. 

For example, according to Mauss, 
during the medieval period in Europe, 
it would have been unheard of to think 
of an individual as completely separate 
from the larger social group. Medieval 
Christianity portrayed the individual as 
merely an element in God’s creation, 
which was referred to as the “great 
chain of being.” All elements in the 
universe were arranged in a hierarchy 
from God to angels, humans, animals, 
trees, rocks, and other inorganic ma-
terials. All these elements had distinct 
values, depending on their distance 
from God. To modern Westerners, 

 Critical Perspectives 

sibling-like relationships with one another. To examine 
the childhood familiarity hypothesis, Israeli anthropolo-
gist Yonina Talmon (1964) studied the second generation 
of three kibbutzim. She discovered that there were no 
married couples who had known each other from peer 
groups in the kibbutzim. Although as small children these 
individuals may have shown a sexual interest in members 
of the opposite sex within their peer groups, this interest 
diminished after maturity. A later comprehensive study of 
211 kibbutzim by anthropologist Joseph Shepher (1983) 
found that of 2,769 married couples, only 14 marriages 

were from the ranks of the peer groups. Moreover, every 
one of these 14 marriages had been dissolved through 
separation or divorce. 

Incest Avoidance: Interactionist 
Perspectives
Today, most anthropologists agree that incest avoidance 
likely occurs for a variety of reasons. From an evolution-
ary perspective, the rule of marrying outside one’s fam-
ily would help to create alliances. It would also induce 
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these views appear strange and out-
moded. However, according to some 
anthropologists, our view of ourselves 
as independent from groups and en-
vironments may be just as strange. 

Influenced by Mauss, French an-
thropologist Louis Dumont (1970) ar-
gued that modern Western notions 
of individualism differ from those of 
other societies such as India. In his 
book Homo Hierarchicus, he con-
trasted Western individualism with 
Indian Hindu conceptions that value 
social hierarchy. He pointed out that 
Hindu philosophy treats individuals 
as members of caste groups, which 
are linked to one another in a social 
hierarchy. Thus, from the Hindu van-
tage point, individuals cannot be 
thought of as separate from their so-
cial environment. 

Francis Hsu, a Chinese-American 
anthropologist, maintained that the 
Chinese concept of self is radically 
different from that of the West (1981). 
Hsu argued that whereas individualism 
permeates all U.S. values and institu-
tions, in China the individual is inclined 
to be socially and psychologically de-
pendent on others. He contrasted the 
individual-centeredness of American 
society with the situation-centeredness 
of Chinese society. He concluded that 
the individual in China is strongly en-
couraged to conform to familistic and 
group norms. 

Hsu argued that the situation-
centeredness of Chinese society is 

partly responsible for its lack of eco-
nomic and political development. In 
contrast, he believed that the indi-
vidualism of American society has 
encouraged capitalist enterprise and 
democratic institutions. However, he 
also believed that the American con-
cern for self and individualism has led 
to rampant materialism and consum-
erism and to a lack of concern for the 
overall good of society. 

Dorinne Kondo makes a simi-
lar argument regarding the Western 
notion of the self in comparison to 
the Japanese conception of the self 
(1990). Kondo refers to the West-
ern notion of the autonomous, pri-
vate self that moves across different 
social contexts, whereas the Japanese 
self is always viewed in a relational, 
socially bounded context. When the 
Japanese participate in workplace and 
neighborhood activities embedded 
within networks and hierarchies, they 
cannot conceive of their private “self.” 
Even within their households, individu-
als are constrained by their neighbors. 
On the other hand, do Westerners or 
Americans, as students or workers 
feel they have complete control of their 
own self and their destiny (de Munck 
2000)? Marilyn Strathern, an anthro-
pologist who does research in New 
Guinea posits that the Mt. Hagener 
populat ions she studies do not 
conceive of themselves as individuals 
or bounded units, but as “dividuals” or 
partible assemblages of the multiple 

social relations in which they partici-
pate (Strathern 1984, 1988). 

As we can see, psychological an-
thropologists differ over the degree to 
which culture influences the concept 
of the self. In some cases, these de-
scriptions of different concepts of self 
may be exaggerations by anthropolo-
gists working in very different kinds of 
societies. Melford Spiro and other psy-
chological anthropologists think that 
humans everywhere have similar con-
cepts regarding the self (Spiro 1993). 
These different understandings refl ect 
various assumptions and conclu-
sions based on philosophical commit-
ments; they need to be evaluated and 
criticized by anthropologists based on 
the most signifi cant research fi ndings 
available in biological, cross-cultural, 
and specific findings within ethno-
graphic research. 

Points to Ponder 

1. To what extent are your views of 
yourself as a distinct individual infl u-
enced by prevailing social norms? 

2. Do you think that people through-
out the world hold similar views? 
Why or why not? 

3. Do you agree with Hsu’s analysis of 
the benefits and shortcomings of 
widespread individualism? 

4. What would be the advantages and 
disadvantages of a system that em-
phasizes the overall society, rather 
than the individual? 

greater genetic diversity, thereby enhancing the adapta-
tion and survival of different populations. In an exten-
sive cross-cultural analysis of mating systems, Melvin 
Ember (1975) hypothesized that populations expanding 
as a result of agricultural development began to notice 
the spread (not the creation) of harmful genes as a result 
of inbreeding and, therefore, created incest prohibitions. 
And, additionally, as Malinowski had suggested, incest 
avoidance would support family roles and functions. 

The fact that incest does occur, coupled with the ex-
istence of institutionalized incestuous marriage practices 

in the royal families of some societies, indicates that in-
cest avoidance cannot be reduced to a biological instinct. 
Humans are not biologically programmed to avoid incest 
in any mechanistic fashion. The most comprehensive ex-
planation of incest has to take into account generalized 
biological tendencies along with sociocultural factors. 

In a refinement of the childhood familiarity hypoth-
esis, Paul Roscoe (1994) offers an interactionist explana-
tion of incest avoidance. He suggests that relatives who 
are raised in close association with one another develop a 
strong emotional bond, or kinship amity—culturally based 
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values that lead to a sense of mutual support and in-
tense feelings of affection. In contrast, sexual arousal 
and sexual relations are connected to some degree with 
aggressive impulses, which have a physiological and 
a neurological basis. Thus, sexual-aggressive impulses 
are depressed between close kin, who have developed 
kinship amity. In addition, according to Roscoe’s hy-
pothesis, kinship amity can be extended to distant kin 
through enculturation, resulting in an incest taboo that 
prohibits sex between more distant relatives. Interac-
tionist explanations such as Roscoe’s, combining both 
biological and cultural factors, are producing insightful 
hypotheses regarding incest avoidance (Chapais 2008; 
Turner and Maryanski 2005). 

Despite the fact that incest avoidance is found univer-
sally and is likely tied to biological processes, many so-
cial workers and psychologists note that we appear to be 
in the midst of an epidemic of incest in the U.S. By one 
estimate, one in twenty women may be a victim of fa-
ther-daughter sexual abuse (Russell 1986). Anthropologist 
Mark T. Erickson has been exploring this incidence of in-
cest using a model based on evolutionary psychology and 
medicine (1999). He suggests that within contemporary 
societies, as the family unit has become more fragile with 
weaker kinship attachments, incest is likely to occur more 
frequently. In the cases of incest that do occur between 
father and daughter, the father is usually a person who has 
been sexually abused himself and has not developed close 
kinship and familial attachments with his children. An ex-
treme lack of nurturance and mutual bonding between 
family members increases the likelihood of incest arising 
within families. Erickson’s findings suggest that the incest 
avoidance biological processes can be stunted and dis-
torted, leading to tragic results in contemporary societies. 

Enculturation and the Sex Drive 
Human sexuality is a subject that connects the biological 
and cultural aspects of the individual and culture. The 
sex drive, sexual maturation, and sexual activity have dif-
ferent meanings for individuals, depending on the soci-
etal and cultural contexts. What are considered “normal,” 
“abnormal,” or “deviant” patterns of sexuality differ from 
one society to another. 

Anthropologists have studied enculturation and its 
consequences for sexual practices in varying societies. 
Like hunger, sex is a natural biological drive or urge for 
humans universally. However, this drive is channeled in 
certain directions through the process of enculturation. 

Codes of Sexual Behavior 
Societies differ with respect to how permissive or restric-
tive their codes or norms regarding sexuality are. Some 
societies approve of premarital and extramarital sexual 
relations, whereas others strictly segregate males from fe-
males to prohibit such relations. In some societies, sexual 

activity begins very early for both males and females to 
prepare for marriage. For example, with the Lepcha of 
Sikkim (a small kingdom north of India in the Himalayan 
Mountains), girls have their first sexual experience before 
puberty. In Lepcha society, sexual activity is considered 
as much a necessity as food or drink, and like food or 
drink, for the most part it does not matter from whom 
one receives it, though one is naturally grateful to those 
who provide it (Lindholm and Lindholm 1980). The Lep-
cha have a great deal of sexual freedom and appear to 
have very little sexual jealousy. 

The antithesis of this permissive pattern of sexual-
ity is found in some Arab societies of the Middle East. 
In Saudi Arabia, girls and women are strictly segregated 
from boys and men. Young girls begin wearing a cloak 
and veil at the age of puberty. Saudi Arabian society pro-
hibits the mixing of males and females and to this end 
provides separate institutions for education, work, and 
other public facilities. In Saudi society, a family’s honor is 
judged by its control over the sexuality of its daughters. 
Brides are expected to be virgins, and to guarantee this, 
families prevent daughters from interacting with boys. 
Sexual segregation and the dress code are strongly en-
forced by religious police in Saudi society. 

Other highly restrictive attitudes and patterns of sexu-
ality were found in societies such as the Inis Beag Island-
ers of Ireland, studied by anthropologist John Messenger 
(1971). Sex was never discussed openly at home or near 
children. Parents gave no sexual instruction to children. 
Messenger reported that the Inis Beag people lacked basic 
knowledge regarding sexual matters: For example, there 
seemed to be a general ignorance of the ability of females 
to have orgasms, any expression of male or female sexual-
ity is considered deviant, and it was believed that sexual 
activity weakens men. Females and males were separated 
at an early age. Dancing was permitted, but there was no 
touching or contact between males and females. Dirty 
jokes and nudity were strongly frowned on. Messenger re-
ported that there was little evidence of any premarital sex 
or any sexual foreplay between married people. Gener-
ally, people married very late in life, and there was a high 
percentage of celibate males in the population.  Through 
these ethnographic examples, anthropologists have 
found that sexual behavior and practice varies widely 
throughout the world. 

Sexuality and Culture 
Though there is an enormous range of scientific evidence 
to suggest that homosexuality is an inherited disposition 
influenced by genes, neurological developments, and he-
redity, anthropologists continue to investigate both the 
biology and the cultural aspects of this form of sexuality. 
In exploring sexuality in other societies, psychological 
anthropologists have examined homosexuality by using a 
comparative, cross-cultural approach. Homosexuality was 
a well-accepted pattern of behavior in ancient societies 



Chapter 4 �  The Process of Enculturation: Psychological and Cognitive Anthropology   71

such as those of the Greeks and Romans. Many societies 
have had institutionalized cultural roles for people who 
are not classified as either male or female. In the coun-
try of Oman, anthropologist Unni Wikan (1991) describes 
individuals known as xaniths, who are transsexuals and 
represent a third gender. In some islands of Southeast 
Asia such as Bali and Java, third-gender individuals are 
not only accepted, but also have important roles to play 
in the society (Brown 1976). In Thailand, a third gender 
is represented by what are known as kathoeys (Nanda 
2000; Jackson 1995; Barmé 2002).  Kathoeys are primarily 
transsexual males who dress in women’s clothes and take 
on a feminine role in Thai society. Many Buddhists in 
Thailand believe that one becomes a kathoey as a result 
of a karmic destiny influenced by one’s reincarnation. 
This karmic destiny is inherited and is unalterable. 

In some Native American Indian societies, certain 
males wore female clothing, and some devoted them-
selves to offering sexual services to male warriors. These 
individuals were referred to as berdaches by Europeans 
and were regarded as different from both males and fe-
males. These individuals, many of whom were homo-
sexuals, also provided resources and took care of other 
subsistence activities for their neighbors and relatives in 
the society (Callender and Kochems 1983; Roscoe 1994). 
Within these Native American societies, the distinction 
between homosexuals and heterosexuals was not made 
in the same way as in Western European and U.S. cul-
ture. The sexuality of the members of this third gender 
was not central to their identity or role within society. 
Instead, the central characteristic of this third gender was 
the occupational role. Traditionally, these individuals did 
not face prejudice and discrimination and were accepted 
as a natural third gender within their society. 

Anthropologist Serena Nanda (1990, 2000) has done 
an extensive ethnographic study of the hijras of India, 
who are viewed as neither men nor women. They are 
born as males but undergo an operation in which their 
genitals are surgically removed. This operation trans-
forms them, not into females (because they cannot give 
birth) but into hijras, a third gender. The  hijras are fol-
lowers of a particular Hindu deity and earn their living 
by performing at various types of religious ceremonies. 
They dress like females and to some extent exaggerate 
feminine behavior, but they also indulge in certain male-
only behaviors, such as smoking a hookah (water pipe) 
and cigarettes. Within the cultural context of Indian soci-
ety, the hijras are considered neither deviant nor unnatu-
ral but rather simply an additional form of gender. 

Anthropologists have described a variety of male 
homosexual practices among the highland societies of 
Papua New Guinea. Among peoples such as the Etoro 
and the Sambia, male homosexuality is incorporated 
into initiation rituals. In these societies, there appear 
to be no distinctions among heterosexual, homosexual, 
and bisexual individuals. Gilbert Herdt (1987) describes 
how prepubescent Sambian males are initiated into male 

secret societies and engage in strictly homosexual activi-
ties with the older males of these societies. They are ob-
ligated to perform regular oral intercourse on the older 
males and believe that obtaining the gift of semen from 
their seniors will enable them to become strong, vigorous 
warriors. These boys are forbidden to engage in any het-
erosexual relationships for about ten years. Following this 
lengthy period, they marry and, from that time onward, 
take up heterosexual relationships with their wives, but 
then they have homosexual relationships with the young 
men undergoing their initiation puberty rites of passage. 

The United States has gone through different cycles 
of restrictiveness and permissiveness regarding the cul-
tural norms that influence sexual practices (D’Emilio 1988). 
In the early history of the United States, Puritan norms 
equated sexuality with sinful behavior. Later, in the nine-
teenth century, American society reinforced restrictive Puri-
tan attitudes. But the 1920s were a more liberal, permissive 
era with regard to sexual attitudes. The 1950s proved to be 
once again a more restrictive period, but this was followed 
by the sexual revolution of the 1960s. American society 
is extremely complex, and many different norms and atti-
tudes are represented with respect to sexuality. The restric-
tive legacy of Puritanism still exists within some groups, 
as evidenced by the various legal statutes in some states 
regarding homosexual practices. The attempt to regulate 
sexual behavior by government is a U.S. practice that has 
been abandoned by most other Western governments. 

Enculturation and Cognition 
Anthropologists have been exploring thinking processes, 
or cognition, among different peoples in various societies 
as it relates to enculturation. One assumption held widely 
by early social scientists was that people in small-scale 
or so-called primitive societies have different forms of 
cognition than people in civilized societies. This assump-
tion was challenged by a number of anthropologists who 
focused on cognitive development from a cross-cultural 
perspective.

Structuralism
Following World War II, French anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss founded a field of study known as structur-
alism. The primary goal of structuralism is to investigate 
the thought processes of the human mind in a universal 
context; consequently, it is a field that overlaps psycho-
logical anthropology. Structuralists are interested in the 
unconscious and conscious patterns of human think-
ing. In one of his first major books, The Savage Mind
(1966), Lévi-Strauss discussed how peoples living in 
small-scale societies use the same unconscious thinking 
and logical reasoning processes that people in large-
scale, complex societies do. He proposed that there is a 
universal logical form in human thought and cognition 
around the world. 
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Drawing on the field of linguistics, Lévi-Strauss 
argued that thinking is based on  binary oppositions.
In other words, humans classify the natural and social 
world into polar types (binary oppositions) as a stage 
of reasoning. For example, foods are classified as raw 
versus cooked or hot versus cold. From these binary 
contrasts, coherent patterns of thought are developed. 
In addition, he suggests that the fundamental binary 
structural distinctions between “nature” and “culture” are 
found in all societies. He demonstrated how religious 
mythologies universally invoke symbols that have a dual 
aspect, representing nature and culture. Lévi-Strauss fo-
cused on such diverse phenomena as kinship, mythol-
ogy, cuisine, and table manners to discover the hidden 
structural logic underlying these diverse cultural ideas 
and practices. Within all of these practices and beliefs, 
Lévi-Strauss maintains that there are important logical and 
deep structural distinctions between nature and culture. 
Even though the rules and norms that structure these 
ideas and practices may appear arbitrary, Lévi-Strauss be-
lieved that a “deep universal structure” underlies these 
cultural phenomena. Thus, this universal structure of the 
mind produces similar thinking and cognition throughout 
the world. 

Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky 
Jean Piaget (1896–1980), a Swiss psychologist, spent 
more than a half-century studying the ways in which 
children think, perceive, and learn. His research has 
influenced the anthropological perspective on cogni-
tion and enculturation. Piaget believed that the process 
of thinking and reasoning was related to the biologi-
cal process of neural changes that influence the brain. 
He used experiments that focused not only on what 
children learn, but also on how they understand the 
world. Piaget identified four major stages of cognitive 
development: the sensorimotor, preoperational, con-
crete-operational, and formal-operational stages. Piaget 
hypothesized that these stages reflect biological matura-
tion, as well as enculturation. As each child progresses 
through these stages, he or she acquires more informa-
tion and begins to organize and perceive reality in new 
and different ways. 

1. Sensorimotor Stage. The first stage of human devel-
opment in Piaget’s scheme is the sensorimotor stage, in 
which children experience the world only through their 
senses and motor capabilities. In this stage, which corre-
sponds to approximately the first two years of life, infants 
explore the world through touching, sucking, listening, 
and other direct contact. According to Piaget, at this first 
stage children may imitate the sounds of others, but they 
do not have the capacity to use symbols. 

2. Preoperational Stage. The second stage, the  preopera-
tional stage, refers to the level of cognitive development 
in which symbols, including language, are first used. 

During this stage, roughly ages 2 to 7, children begin 
to experience the world abstractly. This symbolic learn-
ing enables children to conceive of something without 
having direct contact with it. Children gain the ability 
to distinguish among their ideas of the world, dreams, 
fantasies, and objective reality. Yet at this second stage, 
children do not use symbols as adults do. They learn to 
attach meanings and names to objects in their specific 
environment, but they do not conceptualize the world in 
general terms. 

3. Concrete-Operational Stage. In the third stage, the 
concrete-operational stage, children between ages 7 
and 11 begin to use logic, connecting events in terms of 
cause and effect, and they learn to manipulate symbols 
in a more sophisticated manner. At this stage, children 
are also able to put themselves in the position of another 
person and perceive a situation from another’s point of 
view. This allows them to engage in complex activities 
such as games that involve a number of participants (in-
cluding most team sports). 

4. Formal-Operational Stage. The fourth stage, known 
as the formal-operational stage, is the level of cognitive 
development characterized by highly abstract concepts 
and formal reasoning processes. At about age 12, chil-
dren develop the capacity to think of themselves and the 
world in highly abstract terms, rather than only in terms 
of concrete situations. They can envision alternatives to 
reality by proposing differing hypotheses for evaluation. 
In this final stage of cognitive development, which con-
tinues throughout adult life, children begin to use rea-
soning processes and abstract symbols to interpret and 
understand the world. 

Piaget suggested that certain innate categories regu-
late and order our experience of the world. Although he 
was certainly aware that the learning of values, norms, 
and beliefs is not the same from society to society, 
he believed that humans everywhere progress in the 
same sequence through the various stages described 
above. Later in his research career, Piaget recognized 
that the stages he posited had fuzzy borders and that 
the precise age at which each stage of cognitive devel-
opment is reached varies from individual to individual, 
depending on innate mental capacities and the nature 
of the enculturation experience.

Piaget’s model of learning has had a widespread influ-
ence on anthropologists understanding of enculturation. 
He posited that learning comprises the complementary 
processes of assimilation and accommodation, which dif-
ferentiate between how new information or knowledge 
is understood vis-à-vis existing mental models or sche-
mas. He discusses assimilation as how new knowledge 
is adjusted to fit into existing schemas without changing 
very much. But eventually, accommodation takes place 
in the learning process and the schemas do change in 
order to adjust to the new knowledge and information. 
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This Piagetian perspective influenced the late French an-
thropologist (and sociologist) Pierre Bourdieu who stud-
ied tribes and peasants in Algeria as well as the French 
society, education, and culture (1977, 1984). Bourdieu re-
ferred to how existing mental schemas were modified by 
the social and cultural environment and were produced 
and reproduced to form a habitus or internalized disposi-
tions that influenced and shaped cognition and behavior 
(Lizardo 2004). 

Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky followed the 
work of Piaget and emphasized the biological aspects 
of thinking and cognition, but because he was living in 
the Soviet Union, he was influenced by thinkers such 
as Karl Marx on how social relationships had an impact 
on thinking and behaving (Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl 
1999; Konner 2002, 2010). Vygotsky accepted some of 
the stages of cognitive development proposed by Piaget. 
However, he argued that the stages in the development 
of thought and reasoning did not represent sharp distinc-
tions, but rather were more continuous and also were 
shaped by linguistic, social, and cultural contexts. For ex-
ample, he thought that literacy could have an important 

influence on cognition and perception. Unfortunately, 
Vygotsky died as a young man of 38, and his students 
were forbidden to conduct further research on the rela-
tionship between biology and culture because the Soviet 
Union under Joseph Stalin banned the teaching of evolu-
tionary biology due to its conflict with Marxist doctrines. 

Piaget and Vygotsky and their research have influ-
enced numerous psychological anthropologists and their 
approach to understanding cognition, the human mind, 
and enculturation. British anthropologist Maurice Bloch 
(1977, 1985) has suggested that many cultural univer-
sals are the result of biopsychological factors shared by 
all humans that interact with the practical conditions of 
the world. For example, Bloch postulates that all hu-
mans have the intuitive capabilities to perceive time and 
space in the same way. Time and space are fundamen-
tal concepts that enable humans to adapt to the practi-
cal conditions of the world. These practical conditions 
include changes in seasons, climatic and environmental 
characteristics, and the overall effects of natural aging 
processes. In Bloch’s view, people can learn to conceptu-
alize time and space in radically different ways, depend-
ing on religious beliefs and worldviews. For example, in 
the Hindu tradition, people perceive time cyclically in re-
lationship to the creation and destruction of the universe, 
which take place over millions of years. In the Judeo-
Christian tradition, people perceive time in a more linear 
fashion from the time of creation to the present. How-
ever, in both the Hindu and the Judeo-Christian cultures, 
in everyday, practical circumstances, people perceive 
time both cyclically and linearly in relation to the cycle 
of seasonal changes or to the life cycle of an individual 
through biological aging. 

Many other anthropologists have been testing Piaget’s 
and Vygotsky’s theories throughout the world to deter-
mine whether their stages are indeed universal. As we will 
see shortly, their theories have had an enormous impact 
upon contemporary explanations of cognition and thought 
within the field of cognitive anthropology. One conclusion 
emphasized in this research by these cognitive anthro-
pologists is that we humans share very similar cognitive 
and reasoning processes whether we live in the forests of 
New Guinea or the city of New York. Yet, all our cogni-
tive processes are influenced by the culture and language 
that we are exposed to as children and throughout our 
lives. All people use similar patterns of logic and develop 
an understanding of cause-and-effect relationships. Peo-
ple everywhere develop classification systems through 
similar processes of abstraction and generalization. The 
differences among cultural groups lie in the content of 
the values, beliefs, and norms of society. 

Cognitive Anthropology 
A number of anthropologists have been pursuing the 
understanding of human psychology through the fields 
of cognitive anthropology and evolutionary psychology. 

Psychological anthropologists are studying the cognitive develop-
ment of children everywhere in the world. 
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As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter,  cogni-
tive anthropology is the study of cognition and cultural 
meanings through specific methodologies such as experi-
ments, computer modeling, and other techniques to elicit 
underlying unconscious factors that structure human 
thinking processes. Cognitive anthropology developed in 
the 1950s and 1960s through the systematic investigation 
of kinship terminologies within different cultures. How-
ever, more recently, cognitive anthropology has drawn 
on the findings within the field of cognitive science, the 
study of the human mind based upon computer model-
ing (D’Andrade 1995; de Munck 2000). Cognitive anthro-
pologists have developed experimental methods and 
various cognitive tasks to use among people they study 
in their fieldwork so as to better comprehend human 
psychological processes and their relationship to culture. 
Through cognitive anthropology, we have learned that 
the human mind organizes and structures the natural and 
social world in distinctive ways. 

For example, cognitive anthropologists have been 
doing research on how humans classify and perceive 
colors in the natural world. Color is a very complex 
phenomenon for scientists and anthropologists. To physi-
cists, color is determined by wavelengths of light. To 
biologists, color involves the neural responses in the hu-
man eye and the brain and is related to the ability of 
humans to adapt and survive in nature. Color can also 
be symbolic and represent our feelings and emotions, 
and as we saw in Chapter 3, this symbolism varies from 
culture to culture. Early philosophers and scientists such 
as Aristotle, René Descartes, and Isaac Newton believed 
that there were seven basic colors. Later, anthropologists 
and linguists began to ask questions such as these: Do 
people classify and categorize colors in an arbitrary man-
ner based on their language and culture? Or do people 
classify, categorize, and perceive colors in similar ways 
throughout the world? Cognitive anthropologists Brent 
Berlin and Paul Kay have been studying the basic color 
terms of different societies since the 1960s. They analyzed 
the color-naming practices of informants from ninety-
eight globally distributed language groups and found that 
societies differ dramatically in the number of basic color 
terms they possess, from two in some New Guinea tribes 
to eleven in English in the United States. They showed, 
however, that despite this difference, all color terms used 
by diverse societies follow a systematic pattern (1969). 

A language with only two color terms will divide 
the color spectrum between white and black. If a lan-
guage contains three terms, the spectrum will be black, 
red, and white. A language with four terms will have 
black, red, white, and then green, yellow, or blue. A 
language with six terms will have black, white, red, yel-
low, green, and blue. These become the focal colors 
that become universal (Kay, Regier, and Cook 2005). 

Berlin and Kay suggested that this pattern indicates 
an evolutionary sequence common to all languages. Red 
is adopted after white and black. In general, a language 

does not adopt a term for brown unless it already has six 
color terms. English, most Western European languages, 
Russian, Japanese, and several others add four color 
terms—gray, pink, orange, and purple—after brown 
is classified. Berlin and Kay correlate the evolution of 
color terms with the evolution of society. Societies with 
only two color terms have a simple level of technology, 
whereas societies with eleven basic color terms have a 
complex technology. 

The evidence from Berlin and Kay’s study suggests 
that color naming is not at all arbitrary. If color terms 
were selected randomly, there would be thousands of 
possible color systems. In fact, there are only thirty-three 
possible color-naming systems. Recently, Paul Kay and 
other colleagues reported that statistical tests from more 
than a hundred languages in both industrial and nonin-
dustrial societies demonstrated that there are strong uni-
versal tendencies in color classification and naming (Kay 
et al. 2005). In other words, to some extent, color per-
ception transcends culture and language. 

However, other anthropologists and psychologists 
have done some research that indicates that color is 
influenced by language and culture. British anthropolo-
gists and psychologists Debi Roberson, Ian Davies, and 
Jules Davidoff did research among members of the Beri-
nomo tribe of Papua New Guinea and found that they 
do not distinguish blue from green, but they do distin-
guish between shades of green ( nul and  wor) that are not 
shared by Western peoples. Also, these researchers found 
some tribal members who, with training, could learn to 
distinguish blue from green, unlike other members of the 
tribe (Roberson, Davies, and Davidoff 2000, Roberson, 
Davidoff, and Shapiro 2005). This research tends to illus-
trate that color names do influence the perception of color in 
some cases. It appears that learning does play a role in how 
children perceive and categorize colors (Roberson 2010). 
Yet, these findings do not completely refute the empirical 
findings of Berlin, Kay, and other anthropologists. 

Although much more research needs to be done on 
the perception and classification of colors, these find-
ings do not support the conclusion that color classifica-
tion is completely arbitrary. Instead, the vast majority of 
psychologists and anthropologists concur that the physi-
ological basis of color vision is the same for all humans 
(and some primates) with normal color vision. Addition-
ally, recent studies indicate that pre-linguistic infants 
and toddlers within different language groups distin-
guish the same color categories (Franklin et al. 2005). 
On the other hand, anthropologists recognize that cog-
nitive higher-order processing and linguistic learning 
may have an influence on color perception, and as is 
well known, the symbolic representation and meaning 
of colors do vary from society to society (Sahlins 1976; 
Lucy and Shweder 1979). 

In a cognitive anthropological study, James Boster 
concluded that as with colors, people from different so-
cieties classify birds in similar ways. Boster (1987) found 
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that the South American Jivaro Indian population clas-
sified species of native birds in a manner correspond-
ing to the way scientists classify these birds. To discover 
whether this pattern of classification was random, Boster 
had university students with no scientific training and 
no familiarity with South American birds classify these 
birds. The students did so with the exact criteria used 
by both the Jivaro Indians and the Western scientists. 
Most recently, two cognitive anthropologists working in 
Honduras found that insects were classified by Hondu-
ran farmers in the same way that scientists do worldwide 
(Bentley and Rodrigúez 2001). Cognitive anthropologists 
such as Scott Atran (1990, 1998) and Cecil Brown (1984) 
have shown that plants and animals are categorized and 
classified in universally similar taxonomies. These tax-
onomies are ordered according to the distinctive mor-
phological features of the various plants and animals in 
nature. Despite variant cultures in different regions of the 
world, the human mind appears to organize the natural 
world in nonarbitrary ways. 

These findings in cognitive anthropology suggest that 
the human mind organizes reality in terms of  prototypes,
distinctive classifications that help us map and compre-
hend the world. If reality was inherently unorganized 
and could be perceived in any way, then color naming 
and animal and plant classification would be completely 
arbitrary. The results of this research support the notion 
that people the world over share certain cognitive abili-
ties and that language and culture are as likely to reflect 
human cognition as they are to shape it. It suggests that 
evolution selected certain fundamental visual-processing 
and category-building abilities for humans everywhere 
(Lakoff 1987; Lakoff and Johnson 2000; D’Andrade 1995, 
Atran et al. 2002). 

Cognitive anthropologists have discovered that not 
only do humans think in prototypes, but also we use 
schemas to help us understand, organize, and interpret 
reality. As mentioned above, the concept of schemas was 
introduced by Jean Piaget to discuss a particular “cog-
nitive structure which has reference to a class of simi-
lar action sequences” (de Munck 2000:77). Schemas are 
constructed out of language, images, and logical opera-
tions of the human mind in order to mediate and provide 
meaning to social and cultural reality. Thus, schemas are 
more complex than prototypes or taxonomic categories. 
And schemas may vary from one culture to the next. For 
example, the schemas writing in English and  kaku in Jap-
anese have some similarities, and these terms are usually 
translatable between the languages. They both refer to 
making some marks with an implement across a surface. 
The schema writing in English, however, always entails 
the act of writing in a language, whereas kaku can refer 
to writing or doodling or drawing a picture (D’Andrade 
1995). Cognitive anthropologists find that like taxono-
mies, schemas are organized into hierarchies and aid in 
our adapting to and coping with cognitive and cultural 
complexities.

In addition to prototypes, taxonomies, and schemas, 
cognitive anthropologists investigate how narratives are 
used to coordinate thought processes.  Narratives are 
stories or events that are represented within specific cul-
tures. There are certain types of narratives, such as the 
story of Little Red Riding Hood, that are easily retained 
by an individual’s memory and told over and over again 
within a society. Thus, certain forms of narrative have 
easily recognizable plots and can be distributed widely 
within a society (Sperber 1996). Other forms of narra-
tives, such as a formal proof in mathematics or logic or 
an evolutionary biological explanation in science, are 
much more difficult to distribute widely. Cognitive an-
thropologists are studying religious mythologies, folk-
tales, and other types of narratives to determine why 
some are effortlessly transmitted, spread quickly, and 
are used to produce cultural representations that endure 
for generations. Cognitive anthropological research has 
been fruitful in providing interactionist models of the 
ways that humans everywhere classify, organize, under-
stand, interpret, and narrate their natural social and cul-
tural environment. 

Evolutionary Psychology 
A recent development that draws on cognitive anthro-
pology and attempts to emphasize the interaction of 
nature (biology) and nurture (learning and culture) in 
understanding and explaining enculturation, human cog-
nition, and human behavior is the field known as evo-
lutionary psychology. Some anthropologists draw on 
ethnographic research, psychological experiments, and 
evolutionary psychology to demonstrate how the hu-
man brain developed and how it influences thinking 
processes and behavior. These anthropologists question 
the traditional premise that the human mind is a pas-
sive instrument that soaks up the cultural environment 
like a sponge. Instead, they view the human mind as de-
signed by evolution to actively adjust to the culture and 
environment.

Anthropologists who have been influenced by evolu-
tionary psychologists reason that if the human body is a 
product of evolutionary forces, then the human brain was 
produced by the same forces. It is, therefore, useful to 
consider the effects of natural selection acting during the 
long period of Paleolithic in order to better understand 
how humans think, learn, interact, and behave across the 
globe and throughout time. These anthropologists sug-
gest that the mind and culture co-evolved. They believe 
that natural selective forces must have shaped the mind 
and behavior. Consequently, because natural selective 
forces are highly specific, some evolutionary psycholo-
gists hypothesize that the human brain is divided into 
specialized cognitive domains or modules, or indepen-
dent units, which contain various functions that enabled 
our ancestral humans to adapt to Paleolithic conditions. 
These specific modules within the brain predispose 
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humans to perceive, think, and behave in certain ways 
to allow for adaptation. In other words, there are geneti-
cally induced “evolved predispositions” that have conse-
quences for human perception, thinking, emotions, and 
behavior today. For example, in Chapter 5, we review 
the research indicating that the human brain has a lan-
guage-learning module that enables children to learn 
their language without learning the explicit complex 
rules of grammar for communication. 

Aside from the language-learning module, anthropolo-
gists, in a book entitled The Adapted Mind (1992), edited 
by Jerome Barkow, Leda Cosmides, and John Tooby, have 
hypothesized that modules in the brain enable humans 
to understand intuitively the workings of nature, includ-
ing motion, force, and how plants and animals function. 
The authors refer to psychological research that demon-
strates how infants distinguish objects that move around 
(such as balls) from living organisms (such as people and 
animals) that are self-propelled. These anthropologists 
theorize that innate, specialized modules in the human 
brain help develop an intuitive understanding of biol-
ogy and physics. Just as children learn their language 
without learning the formal grammatical rules, humans 
can perceive, organize, and understand basic biologi-
cal and physical principles without learning formal sci-
entific views. Children at very early ages have intuitive 
notions, or “theories,” about persons, animals, plants, 
and artifacts. They have an intuitive understanding of 
the underlying properties and behavioral expectations 
of these phenomena from early stages of infancy. In ad-
dition, young children at 2 years old or so have the abil-
ity to comprehend how other people have intentions. 
In other words, these young children have an intuitive 
“theory of mind” and can determine how other people 
have thoughts and intend to use them in communica-
tion or behavior (Boyer 1998, 2001). 

Evolutionary psychologists further contend that 
the mind uses different rules to process different types 
of information. For example, they suggest there are in-
nate modules that help humans interpret and predict 
other people’s behavior and modules that enable them 
to understand basic emotions such as happiness, sad-
ness, anger, jealousy, and love. In addition, these spe-
cialized modules influence male-female relationships, 
mate choice, and cooperation or competition among 
individuals.

In The Adapted Mind (1992), anthropologist Jerome 
Barkow asks why people like to watch soap operas. He 
answers that the human mind is designed by evolution to 
be interested in the social lives of others—rivals, mates, 
relatives, offspring, and acquaintances. To be successful 
in life requires knowledge of many different phenomena 
and social situations, evolutionary psychologists argue, 
and innate predispositions influence how we sense, in-
terpret, think, perceive, communicate, and enable adap-
tation and survival in the world. 

Evolutionary psychologists tend to emphasize the 
commonalities and similarities in culture and behavior 
found among people in different parts of the world. Thus, 
they are interested in the types of human universals de-
scribed by anthropologist Donald Brown (see Chapter 3).
Although evolutionary psychologists do not ignore learn-
ing or culture, they hypothesize that innate modules or 
mechanisms in the brain make learning and enculturation 
happen (Nettles 2009). 

Many evolutionary psychologists believe that some 
of the evolved predispositions that are inherited may not 
be as adaptive today as they were during the time of the 
Paleolithic. For example, humans during that period had 
to worry more about avoiding the danger of wild ani-
mals and other groups and about getting enough salt and 
sugar to eat for survival, but such evolved predispositions 
may not help humans adapt to modern society. 

Some anthropologists have criticized evolutionary 
psychology for not emphasizing the richness and com-
plexity of cultural environments. At present, however, 
many anthropologists are using the methods of cognitive 
anthropology and evolutionary psychology to understand 
human nature and culture. The field of evolutionary psy-
chology is in its infancy and will most likely grow to offer 
another interactionist perspective on human thought and 
behavior. 

Enculturation and Emotions 
One significant question asked by psychological anthro-
pologists is: To what degree does enculturation influence 
emotions? Obviously, different language groups have 
different terms for emotions, but do the feelings of an-
ger, happiness, grief, and jealousy vary from society to 
society? Do some societies have unique emotions? For 
example, Catherine Lutz, in her book Unnatural Emo-
tions: Everyday Sentiments on a Micronesian Atoll and 
Their Challenge to Western Theory (1988), suggests that 
many of the emotions exhibited by the Ifaluk people 
in the Pacific islands are not comparable to American 
or Western emotions. She notes that the Ifaluk emotion 
words song (justifiable anger) and  fago (compassion/
love/sadness) have no equivalent in English emotion 
terms and that anthropologists need to examine the lin-
guistic and cultural context to interpret what emotions 
mean from culture to culture. Lutz argues that emotions 
cannot be understood universally based on biological 
factors. Or are human emotions the same throughout the 
world, as some anthropologists maintain? 

Psychological anthropologists have been conduct-
ing research on the topic of emotions since the early re-
search of Benedict and Mead. As discussed earlier in the 
chapter, Benedict and Mead argued that each culture is 
unique and that people in various societies have different 
personalities and, consequently, different types of emo-
tions. These different emotions are a result of the unique 
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kind of enculturation that has shaped the individual’s 
personality. In their view, the enculturation process is 
predominant in creating varying emotions among differ-
ent societies. In other words, culture determines not only 
how people think and behave, but also how they feel 
emotionally.

In contrast, other early psychological anthropolo-
gists focused on universal biological processes that 
produce similar emotional developments and feelings 
in people throughout the world. According to this per-
spective, emotions are seen as instinctive behaviors that 
stimulate physiological processes involving hormones 
and other chemicals in the brain. In other words, if an 
individual feels “anger,” this automatically raises his or 
her blood pressure and stimulates specific muscle move-
ments. In this view, emotional developments are part of 
the biology of humans universally, and thus emotions 
are experienced in the same way everywhere. 

More recently, psychological anthropologists have 
emphasized an interactionist approach, taking both biol-
ogy and culture into account in their studies of emotions 
(Hinton 1999). A study conducted by Karl Heider (1991) 
focused on three different ethnic groups in Indonesia: the 
Minangkabau in West Sumatra, the Minangkabau Indone-
sians, and the Javanese. Heider systematically described 
the vocabulary of emotions that each of these groups 
used to classify their feelings of sadness, anger, happi-
ness, fear, surprise, love, contempt, shame, and disgust, 
along with other feelings. Through intensive interviews 
and observations, Heider determined whether the vocab-
ulary of emotions is directly related to specific emotional 
behaviors.

Following his ethnographic study, Heider concluded 
that four of the emotions—sadness, anger, happiness, 
and surprise—tend to be what he classifies as basic cross-
cultural emotions. In other words, these emotions appear 
to be universally understood and stable across cultures. 
Other emotions, however, such as love, fear, and disgust, 
appear to vary among these societies. For example, love 
among the Minangkabau and Minangkabau Indonesians 
is mixed with the feeling of pity and is close to sadness. 
Fear is also mixed with guilt, and feelings of disgust are 
difficult to translate across cultural boundaries. Heider 
emphasizes that his study is preliminary and needs much 
more analysis and reanalysis; nevertheless, it is an inter-
esting use of the interactionist approach to the study of 
emotions.

Daniel Fessler also explored how both biology and 
culture contribute to the development of human emo-
tions (1999). Fessler did ethnographic work among the 
Bengkulu, an ethnic group in Sumatra, a major island in 
Indonesia. He discusses the importance of two emotions, 
malu and  bangga, exhibited in many situations by the 
Bengkulu. Malu appears to be quite similar to  shame in 
English. Bengkulu who feel malu withdraw from social 
interaction, stoop, and avert their gaze. People who feel 

malu are described as those who have missed religious 
services, did not attend to the sick, did not send their 
children to school, drank alcohol, ate during times of 
fasting, or violated other norms.  Bangga is the linguistic 
expression of the emotion that people feel when they do 
something well and have had success, such as doing well 
in baking cakes, winning an election, hosting a large feast, 
being skilled in oratory, or feeling good about their physi-
cal appearance or house and furnishings.  Bangga seems 
to be most similar to the emotion term  pride in English. 
Fessler notes that malu and  bangga appear to be exact 
opposites of one another, and both emotions provide in-
dividuals with an assessment of their relationship to the 
rest of the group. He suggests that these two emotions are 
universal and that they have evolved in connection with 
attempts to coordinate one’s mind and behavior for coop-
eration and competition within groups of people. Fessler 
emphasizes that though these emotions may be displayed 
and elaborated in different ways in various cultures, they 
reflect a universal, panhuman experience. 

In Thinking through Cultures: Expeditions in Cultural 
Psychology (1991), psychological anthropologist Richard 
Shweder emphasizes that ethnographic research on emo-
tions has demonstrated the existence of both universals 
and culturally specific aspects of emotional functioning 
among people in different societies. He uses a piano key-
board as an analogy to discuss emotional development 
in children. Children have something like universal emo-
tional keyboard, with each key being a separate emotion: 
disgust, interest, distress, anger, fear, contempt, shame, 
shyness, guilt, and so forth. A key is struck whenever a 
situation such as loss, frustration, or novelty develops. 
All children recognize and can discriminate among ba-
sic emotions by a young age. However, as adults, the 
tunes that are played on the keyboard vary with experi-
ence. Some keys are not struck at all, whereas others are 
played frequently. Shweder concludes, “It is ludicrous to 
imagine that the emotional functioning of people in dif-
ferent cultures is basically the same. It is just as ludicrous 
to imagine that each culture’s emotional life is unique” 
(1991:252). Psychological anthropologists recognize that 
an interactionist approach that takes into account hu-
man biological factors and cultural variation is necessary 
to comprehend the enculturation process and emotional 
development.

Culture and Mental Illness 
Another area of interest for psychological anthropol-
ogy is the study of mental illness in different societies. 
The major concerns of these studies revolve around two 
questions: Is there a universal concept of “normal” and 
“abnormal” behavior? Do mental illnesses differ in their 
symptoms or patterns in different societies? These ques-
tions serve as the basis for many ethnographic projects in 
different societies. 
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What Is Abnormal? 
In the early twentieth century, one of the assumptions 
in the fields of psychiatry and psychology was that men-
tal illness and abnormal behavior are universal. In other 
words, depression, schizophrenia, psychoses, and other 
mental disorders are essentially the same for all humans. 
For example, in the field of psychiatry, particular types 
of mental disorders were classified by specific symptoms. 
Thus, a psychosis was classified as a type of mental dis-
turbance characterized by personality disorganization, 
disturbed emotional responses, and a loss of contact with 
reality. A neurosis was characterized as a nonpsychotic 
disorder marked by considerable anxiety for individuals, 
especially when they are involved in social interaction. 

Psychological anthropologists such as Ruth Benedict 
challenged these classifications of mental illness in the 
1930s. Benedict argued that all criteria of abnormality 
reflect the particular culture of the individual and must be 
understood within the context of that culture. In her clas-
sic book Patterns of Culture (1934), Benedict remarked: 

It does not matter what kind of “abnormality” we 
choose for illustration, those which indicate extreme 
instability, or those which are more in the nature of 
character traits like sadism or delusions of grandeur 
or of persecution, there are well described cultures in 
which these abnormals function with ease and with 
honor and apparently without danger or diffi culty to 
the society. (1934:263) 

In other words, Benedict questioned whether any type 
of absolute standards of “normalcy” as defined by West-
ern preoccupations and categories were satisfactory cri-
teria for mental health. Benedict described a situation in 
which an individual heard very loud voices, was plagued 
by dreams of falling off cliffs, and feared being devoured 
by swarms of yellow jackets. This individual went into a 
trance state, lay rigid on the ground, and shortly there-
after recovered and danced for three nights in a row. 
Although in Western society this individual would be 
treated as “abnormal,” Benedict suggested that this be-
havior and thought were not unusual in some societies. 
The individual described was a type of medicine man 
or woman and was not only accorded respect, but also 
enjoyed tremendous prestige within the particular Native 
American tribe to which he or she belonged. 

Ethnographic descriptions such as these demonstrate 
the difficulties of classifying mental illness across cultural 
boundaries. When the concept of abnormality is applied 
cross-culturally, it becomes an extremely vague concept. 
Behavior that is considered deviant in one society may 
represent a culturally acceptable form of behavior in 
another. The fields of modern psychiatry and psychol-
ogy have been attempting to revise their classification of 
mental illnesses and often work with anthropologists on 
joint research projects to refine understandings of psy-
chological disorders. 

Culture-Specifi c Disorders 
A number of ethnographic studies have focused on men-
tal disorders that are unique to certain cultural settings. 
These culture-specific disorders include latah, amok, win-
digo, and  pibloktoq. Latah has been described as a mental 
disorder in areas of Southeast and East Asia. In Southeast 
Asia, latah appears as a type of hysteria or fear reaction 
that afflicts women. They become easily startled and com-
pulsively imitate behaviors or shout repetitive phrases that 
they have heard (echolalia). Sometimes, this disorder is 
triggered by when the woman hears the word snake or 
is tickled. In Mongolia, however, David Aberle (1961) de-
scribed a form of  latah that affects men. These men may 
be startled suddenly and put their hands into a fire, jump 
into a river, or begin to scream obscenities wildly. 

Amok is a culture-specific disorder that is described 
in Malaysia, Indonesia, and parts of the Philippines. It is 
a disorder of middle-aged males that follows a period of 
withdrawal marked by brooding over a perceived insult. 
During this period, in which the individual loses contact 
with reality, he may suffer from stress and sleep depri-
vation and consume large quantities of alcohol. Then, a 
wild outburst marked by rage occurs, with the individual 
attempting a violent series of murderous attacks. The man 
may pick up a weapon such as a machete and attack any 
person or animal in his path. These aggressive, homi-
cidal attacks will be followed by prolonged exhaustion 
and amnesia (Bourguignon 1979).  Amok appears to be a 
culturally sanctioned form of violent behavior viewed as 
an appropriate response to a specific situation in these 
regions of Southeast Asia. (The Malay term  amok has en-
tered the English language, referring to wild, aggressive 
behavior, as in someone running  amok.)

Another culture-specific disorder, formerly found 
among the males of the Chippewa, Cree, and Montagnais-
Naskapi Indians in Canada, is referred to as the windigo
psychosis. It is described as a disorder in which the af-
fected individual becomes deeply depressed and begins 
to believe that he has been possessed or bewitched by the 
spirit of a windigo, a cannibal giant with a heart or entrails 
of ice. The individual may have symptoms of nausea, an-
orexia, and insomnia and may see other humans being 
transformed into beavers or other animals. As these hal-
lucinations occur, the individual begins to have an over-
whelming desire to kill and eat these humans (Barnouw 
1985). This insatiable craving for human flesh has resulted 
in documented cases of homicide and cannibalism among 
some of these people (Marano 1982; Barnouw 1985). 

The disorder pibloktoq, also referred to as Arctic hys-
teria, was found among Eskimo adults in Greenland and 
other Arctic regions. It may affect both men and women, 
but has been described more frequently among women. 
The subject is initially irritable or withdrawn and then be-
comes violently emotional. The victim may scream as if ter-
rified, tear off her clothes, run out into the snow, jump into 
fire, throw things around, and begin to “speak in tongues.” 
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After this period of excitement, the woman sometimes had 
convulsive seizures and then might fall asleep. Upon awak-
ening, she might be perfectly calm and have no memory of 
the incident. Pibloktoq usually had a high frequency in the 
winter, and a number of persons living in a small commu-
nity may have been afflicted with it during the cold months 
(Wallace 1972). Thus, it may be a more extreme form of 
what Americans sometimes call “cabin fever.” 

A number of explanations have been put forth for 
these culture-specific mental disorders. For example, 
the windigo disorder has been attributed to the experi-
ence of starvation and famine conditions that can occur in 
the wintertime. Anthropologist Anthony Wallace (1972) 
suggested that a lack of calcium in the diet of Eskimos 
may partially explain the occurrence of pibloktoq. In 
these areas, the drastic annual variation in daylight may 
also be partially responsible for these behavioral and 
emotional disturbances (Bourguignon 1979). 

Some critics believe that these culture-specific disor-
ders may just be different expressions of certain illnesses 
such as paranoid schizophrenia or other types of psy-
choses. Persecution ideas, hysteria, panic disorders, and 
other bizarre behaviors occur in all societies to one de-
gree or another. There is a substantial body of evidence 
from various sources that certain types of depression and 
schizophrenia are caused by biochemical disorders that 
are genetically inherited (Myers 2004). International sur-
veys by the World Health Organization have examined 
disorders such as schizophrenia around the world and 
have found some basic similarities in the symptom pro-
files (Marsella 1979). Psychological anthropologists have 
found, however, that the cultural beliefs and worldviews, 
family communication patterns, early childhood train-
ing, and particular life stresses of certain societies influ-
ence the content of these mental disorders (Goodman 
and Leatherman 1986). Conditions resulting in stress— 
including homelessness, war, living in refugee camps, 
and other anxiety-producing or depression-inducing 
conditions—can influence biological tendencies that may 
not appear in normal circumstances (Dressler 1991). 

A study of Nepalese children who had been former 
child soldiers in the recent civil wars had higher levels 
of depression and (for females) post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) than did other children (Kuwert, Spitzer, 
et al. 2008). In some cases, symptoms of psychological 
disorders such as depression may be diagnosed differ-
ently within various societies. For example, anthropolo-
gist and psychiatrist Arthur Kleinman describes how the 
Chinese report the symptoms of depression different 
from Americans (2004). Depression is a complex group 
of symptoms including negative cognitions, psychomo-
tor retardation, sleep disturban, fatigue, and loss of en-
ergy. However, when Chinese report their symptoms of 
depression, they tend to focus on the physiological and 
bodily factors, rather than any psychological or mental 
disturbance. This difference in how symptoms are di-
agnosed and reported may be due to how the Chinese 

culture has been influenced by their traditional religious 
beliefs from Taoism and the concepts of  yin/yang, which 
claims a complementary and interpenetrating equilibrium 
between these two forces or energies of the universe. 
Chinese are socialized to maintain a dynamic balance be-
tween these yin/yang forces. This  yin/yang phenomenon 
involves beliefs about the inextricable linkage between 
body and mind. This cultural and religious tradition may 
influence why the Chinese emphasize the external causes 
of their depression attributing their mental illness to so-
matic disorders or a loss of equilibrium. 

In respect to American psychiatric and psycho-
therapy, anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann has conducted 
ethnographic research among American psychiatrists to 
determine how they diagnose and treat mental illness 
(Luhrmann 2000). She did four years of ethnographic field-
work including sixteen months in clinical settings with 
psychiatric residents who were treating different kinds of 
mental illness. She also spent time in the classroom with 
the students in psychiatric training to determine what basic 
ideas and beliefs they were learning. Luhrmann discovered 
that there were two different major paradigms or views 
of diagnosing patients with various mental illnesses as re-
flected in the title of her book Of Two Minds: The Growing 
Disorder in American Psychiatry (2000). The two different 

Tanya Luhrmann 
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competing models of mental illness that influenced psychi-
atric diagnosis and treatment were the biomedical model 
and the psychodynamic model. The biomedical model, 
which has become dominant within American psychia-
try at this time, involves treating mental illnesses such as 
depression with psychometric drugs such as Zoloft, Cym-
balta, or Prozac. The psychodynamic model suggests that 
patients ought to be treated with extensive psychotherapy. 
These two different models of mental illness have created 
strains within the psychiatric profession. The models have 
different moral sensibilities and have guided strategies in 
treating patients in different ways. In some cases, the bio-
medical model has led to a type of “fast-food-psychiatry,” 
which treat patients as victims without choices, whereas 
the psychodynamic model emphasizes a complex empa-
thetic relationship with patients. Luhrmann indicates that 
both models are effective and sometimes patients need 
both types of treatment, however, there is concern that the 
pharmaceutical industry through its extensive advertising 
may be creating a culture that has a negative influence on 
the treatment and diagnosis of mental illness in America. 

The Limits of Enculturation 
When we consider enculturation or socialization, we are 
confronted with this question: Are humans only robots 
who respond rigidly to the demands of their innate drives, 
their genes, and the norms of their culture? If our behavior 
depends so much upon the enculturation process, what 
becomes of human concepts such as freedom and free 
will? Do people in our society or others have any personal 
choice over their behavior, or is all behavior and thought 
shaped by innate drives and the norms of these societies? 

Unique Biological Tendencies 
In actuality, although enculturation plays a major role in 
producing personality and behavioral strategies within so-
ciety, there are a number of reasons why enculturation is 
not completely determinative. First, people are born with 
different innate tendencies (not hard-wired genetically 
controlled instincts) for responding to the environment 
in a variety of ways. Our individual behavior is partially 

a result of our own genetics and biological constitution, 
which influences our hormones, our metabolism, and 
other aspects of our physiology. All societies have people 
who differ with respect to temperament because of these 
innate tendencies. Enculturation cannot produce people 
who respond to environmental or cultural pressures in a 
uniform manner. 

Individual Variation 
Second, enculturation is never a completely uniform 
process. Enculturation experiences are blended and 
synthesized in unique ways by individuals. Even in the 
most isolated, small-scale societies, young people be-
have differently from their parents. Furthermore, not all 
people in a particular society are socialized or encul-
turated in exactly the same manner. As we have em-
phasized in the contemporary understanding of culture, 
anthropologists recognize that the vast amounts of in-
formation transmitted through enculturation often lead 
to variations in what children are taught in different 
families and institutions. 

In addition, norms do not dictate behavior in any 
rigid manner. People in any society are always con-
fronted with contradictory norms, and society is always 
changing, affecting the process of enculturation. Encul-
turation rarely provides people with a precise blueprint 
for the behavioral responses needed in the many situa-
tions they face. 

Thus, enculturation is an imprecise process. People 
may internalize the general program for behavior—a se-
ries of ideal norms, rules, and cultural guidelines for 
action—but how these general principles apply in any 
specific set of concrete circumstances is difficult or im-
possible to specify. In some cases, people obey social 
and cultural rules completely, whereas in others they 
violate or ignore them. Enculturation provides the his-
torically developed cultural forms through which the 
members of society share meanings and symbols and 
relate to one another. But in reality, people maneuver 
within these cultural forms, choosing their actions to 
fulfill both their own needs and the demands of their 
society. 

Summary 
Psychological anthropologists attempt to understand 
similarities and differences in behavior, thought, and 
feelings among societies by focusing on the relation-
ship between the individual and culture, or the process 
of enculturation. One question that psychological an-
thropologists focus on is the degree to which human 
behavior is influenced by biological tendencies versus 
learning. Today, most anthropologists have adopted an 

interactionist approach that emphasizes both biology 
and culture as influences on enculturation and human 
behavior. 

Another related question is whether humans, as part 
of the animal kingdom, have instincts or genetically pro-
grammed behaviors that nonhuman animals have. Many 
nonhuman animals have closed instincts that rigidly struc-
ture their behavior patterns, allowing for survival and 

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com



Chapter 4 �  The Process of Enculturation: Psychological and Cognitive Anthropology   81

adaptation in specific environmental conditions. These 
closed instincts have been selected by environmental fac-
tors over millions of years of evolution. 

It does not appear that humans have closed in-
stincts. Instead, humans have the unique capacity for 
culture, which enables them to modify and shape their 
behavior to adapt to different environmental condi-
tions. Without enculturation, humans are unable to 
think, behave, and develop emotionally in order to 
function in society. 

The early studies of enculturation, called culture-
and-personality studies, focused on culture as if it was an 
integrated type of personality. These early studies by pio-
neers such as Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead provided 
some important data regarding enculturation processes, 
but they often exaggerated the significance of cultural de-
terminants of human behavior. However, these efforts led 
to a more systematic examination of enculturation and 
childhood training. These studies have refined our under-
standing of childhood training in many different types of 
societies.

The theories of Sigmund Freud have had an influ-
ence on psychological anthropology. His model of encul-
turation and personality development has been used by 
a number of psychological anthropologists to investigate 
human behavior. In some cases, anthropologists collabo-
rate with psychoanalysts to study dreams, sexual fanta-
sies, family relations, and topics such as incest. Incest, 
incest avoidance, and the incest taboo have been studied 
thoroughly within anthropology, leading to insightful ex-
planations for these phenomena. 

Enculturation’s relationship to sexual practices and 
norms has been a topic of research in psychological 
anthropology. A wide variation of sexual practices 
and norms in different parts of the world has been 
described. These practices and norms, including widely 
distributed patterns of homosexual behavior and 

acceptance of a third gender beyond male and female, 
indicate how enculturation influences the sex drive in 
human communities. 

The relationship between enculturation and cogni-
tion has also been a field of study within psychologi-
cal anthropology. Structuralist anthropology, developed 
by Claude Lévi-Strauss, focuses on the relationship 
between culture and thought processes. Lévi-Strauss 
hypothesized that the human mind is structured to pro-
duce underlying patterns of thinking that are univer-
sally based. 

The early studies of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky 
on the development of cognitive processes have also in-
fluenced psychological anthropology. Many researchers 
are actively engaged in testing Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s 
model of cognitive development in different societies. 
Cognitive anthropologists have been drawing from the 
fields of computer modeling and psychological experi-
mentation in laboratories to examine cognition. Evolu-
tionary psychologists have hypothesized that humans 
have some genetically prepared predispositions that 
have a wide-ranging influence on enculturation, cogni-
tion, and human behavior. Their research has been a 
leading example of interactionist research in psycholog-
ical anthropology. 

Emotional development is another area of study in 
psychological anthropology. Researchers are trying to un-
derstand how emotions such as sadness, happiness, fear, 
anger, and contempt are similar and different from one 
society to another. Their findings indicate that there are 
both universal and specific cultural variations with re-
spect to emotional development in different societies. 

Psychological anthropologists have been exploring 
different forms of mental disorders in various societies. 
This type of research has led anthropology to challenge 
some of the typical classifications used in Western psy-
chiatry and psychology to define mental disorders. 

Questions to Think About 
1. Discuss the differences between animal and human 

behavior. After reading this chapter, do you believe 
that humans have instincts? 

 2.  What are some of the methods of enculturation used 
in your society? Give an example of how your own 
personality has been affected by enculturation. 

 3.  Can anthropologists classify various cultures by iden-
tifying certain personality characteristics found among 
certain individuals, as did Ruth Benedict? Discuss the 
limitations of this approach. 

4. Are cognitive and reasoning processes universal? 
What evidence do anthropologists have for agreeing 
or disagreeing with this opinion? 

 5.  Are emotional expressions universal? To what extent 
are human emotions such as anger or jealousy simi-
lar or different around the world? 

6. Describe a pattern of human behavior that you be-
lieve to be “normal” for your society, but that might 
be considered “abnormal” in another society. 
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Chapter Questions 

� What is it that makes human languages unique in 
comparison with nonhuman animal communication? 

� What does the research indicate about nonhuman 
animal communication? 

� What do anthropologists conclude about the evolution 
of language? 

� How do linguistic anthropologists study language? 

� What have anthropologists learned about how 
children acquire their languages? 

� What is the relationship between language and 
culture? 

� How do anthropologists study the history 
of languages? 

� What does the fi eld of sociolinguistics tell us about 
language use? 

� What other forms of communication do humans use 
aside from language?

Nonhuman Communication 
Teaching Apes to Sign 
Psychologists and other scientists have conducted a con-
siderable amount of research on animal communication. 
Some of the most interesting and controversial research 
on animal communication has been done on chimpan-
zees and gorillas, animals that are close genetically, 
physiologically, and developmentally to humans. In 
1966, psychologists Allen and Beatrice Gardner adopted 
a female chimpanzee named Washoe and began teach-
ing her the American Sign Language (ASL, or Ameslan), 
a nonvocal form of communication used by the deaf. 
The ASL used by deaf humans is not an “artificial lan-
guage” for deaf people. ASL is a complex language that 
evolved over 150 years in the United States and is very 
similar to spoken language with a complex grammar 
and abstract symbolic representations. After four years 
with the Gardners, Washoe was able to master over 150 
signs. They reported that Washoe was able to combine 
signs together to invent new signs. This was truly a re-
markable feat for a chimpanzee, and it challenged the 
traditional assumption that only humans have the ca-
pacity for using symbols (Gardner and Gardner 1969; 
Gordon 2004). 

At the Yerkes Regional Primate Research Center at 
Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, in the 1970s, a 
chimpanzee named Lana was taught to communicate 
through a color-coded computer keyboard using  lexi-
grams (graphic symbols). Researchers concluded that 
Lana was able to use and combine signs in the computer 
language. For example, she referred to a cucumber as 
a “green banana” and to an orange as an “apple that 
is orange” (Rumbaugh 1977). David and Ann Premack, 
psychologists at the University of California, Santa Bar-
bara, taught a chimpanzee named Sarah to manipulate 
colored plastic discs and different shapes to form simple 
sentences and ask for objects (Gordon 2004). Eventually, 
primatologist Roger Fouts, who had been Allen Gardner’s 
graduate student, took over the care of Washoe and spent 
some thirty years with her and other chimpanzees. Dur-
ing this period, Fouts observed Washoe communicating 
signs from the ASL with other chimpanzees. He has spent 
considerable time and research on chimpanzee commu-
nication abilities and linguistic capacities, recorded in his 
book Next of Kin: What Chimpanzees Have Taught Me 
about Who We Are (1997). He found that these chimps 
could produce category words for certain types of foods: 
Celery was “pipe food”; watermelon was “candy drink”; 
and radish, a food first tasted by Washoe, was “hurt cry 
food.” Also, when he introduced Washoe to a newly 
adopted chimpanzee named Loulis, Fouts signed in ASL, 
“I HAVE BABY FOR YOU.” Washoe signed back “BABY, 
BABY, BABY!” and hooted for joy. In his book, Fouts 
argues that chimpanzee communication and linguistic 
capacities are very similar to human language capacities 
and differ only in  degree.
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I
n Chapter 3, we discussed how the capacity for culture 
enables humans to learn symbolically and to transmit 
symbols from generation to generation. Language is 
a system of symbols with standard meanings. Through 

language, members of a society are able to communicate 
with one another; it is an integral aspect of culture. Lan-
guage allows humans to communicate with one another 
about what they are experiencing at any given moment, 
what they have experienced in the past, and what they 
are planning for the future. Like culture, the language 
of any particular individual exists before the birth of 
the individual and is publicly shared to some extent by the 
members of a society. People born in the United States 
are exposed to an English-speaking language community, 
whereas people in Russia learn the Russian  language. 
These languages provide the context for symbolic un-
derstanding within these different societies. In this sense, 
language, as part of culture, transcends the individual. 
Without language, humans would have difficulty trans-
mitting culture. Without culture, humans would lose their 
unique “humanity.” 

When linguists refer to language, they usually mean 
spoken language. Yet, spoken language is only one form 
of communication. Communication is the act of trans-
ferring information to others. As we will discover in this 
chapter, many nonhuman animals have basic communica-
tion skills. We will also discover that humans communicate 
with one another in ways other than through language. 
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In a widely publicized study in the 1970s, Francine 
Patterson taught Koko, a female gorilla, to use some 500 
ASL words. Koko was billed as the world’s first “talking” 
gorilla (Patterson and Cohn 1978; Patterson and Linden 
1981). At the age of 4, Koko was given an intelligence 
test based on the Stanford–Binet Intelligence Scale and 
scored an 85, only slightly below the score of an aver-
age human child. Patterson contends that Koko even told 
stories about her violent capture in Africa. In addition, 
according to Patterson, Koko demonstrated the capacity 
to lie, deceive, swear, joke, and combine signs in new 
and creative ways. Koko also asked for and received a 
pet kitten to nurture (Gordon 2004). 

Ape Sign Language Reexamined 
These studies of ASL sign use by apes challenged tra-
ditional ideas regarding the gap between humans and 
other types of animals. They are not, however, without 
their critics. One source of criticism is based on work 
done at Columbia University by psychologist Herbert 
Terrace (1986). Terrace began examining the previous 
ape language studies by training a chimpanzee named 
Nim Chimpsky (named after the well-known linguist dis-
cussed later, Noam Chomsky). Videotapes of the learn-
ing sessions were used to observe carefully the cues 
that may have been emitted by the trainers. Terrace also 
viewed the videotapes of the other studies on chimpan-
zee communication. 

Terrace’s conclusions challenged some of the ear-
lier studies. Videotape analysis revealed that Nim rarely 
initiated signing behaviors, signing only in response to 
gestures given by the instructors, and that 50 percent of 
his signs were simply imitative. Unlike humans, Nim did 
not learn the two-way nature of conversation. Nim also 
never signed without expecting some reward. In addition, 
Nim’s phrases were random combinations of signs. And 
Nim never signed to another chimpanzee who knew ASL 
unless a teacher coached him. Finally, the videotapes of the 
other projects showed that prompters gave unconscious 
signals to the chimpanzees through their body gestures. 

Terrace’s overall conclusions indicate that chimpan-
zees are highly intelligent animals that can learn many 
signs. They cannot, however, understand syntax, the set 
of grammatical rules governing the way words combine to 
form sentences. An English-speaking child can systemati-
cally place a noun before a verb followed by an object
without difficulty. A chimpanzee cannot use 
these types of grammatical rules to structure 
sentences. Terrace concludes that although 
chimpanzees have remarkable intellectual 
capacities and excellent memories, they do 
not have the syntactical abilities of humans to 
form sentences. 

Terrace’s work has not ended the ape 
language debate. Sue Savage-Rumbaugh has 
tried to eliminate the methodological problem 

of giving ambiguous hand signs to train chimpanzees at 
the Yerkes laboratory at Emory University. Terrace had 
suggested that the researchers such as Patterson and Rum-
baugh were cuing their subjects with their own signs to 
respond to specific signs. In her book Ape Language: 
From Conditioned Response to Symbol (1986), Savage-
Rumbaugh reports on a 10-year-old  bonobo, or “pygmy” 
chimpanzee (a different species of chimpanzee than the 
common chimpanzee) named Kanzi, who learned to com-
municate with lexigrams, the graphic, geometric word-
symbols that act as substitutes for human speech. Two 
hundred and fifty lexigrams are displayed on a large key-
board. At the age of 2 ½, Kanzi spontaneously reached for 
the keyboard, pointed to the lexigram for chase, and ran 
away. Savage-Rumbaugh observed him repeatedly touch 
the lexigram for chase and scamper off. By age 6, Kanzi 
had mastered a vocabulary of ninety symbols. 

In addition, Savage-Rumbaugh notes that Kanzi 
indicated that he understood spoken English words. She 
observed Kanzi listening to spoken words like a human 
child does. The preliminary research indicates that Kanzi 
could understand English words, even when produced 
by a speech synthesizer. Another astonishing revelation 
reported by Savage-Rumbaugh is that Kanzi appeared 
to have a crude command of syntax. He seemed to 
be able to use word order to convey meaning. On his 
own initiative, Kanzi requested activities in the order he 
desired them. For example, if he wanted to be chased 
and play-bitten, he first pressed the lexigram for chase
and then the one for bite. Savage-Rumbaugh reports that 
Kanzi could understand some 650 sentences. Rumbaugh 
concluded that Kanzi had learned to understand syn-
tax (word order) and complex sentences and possessed 
a rudimentary linguistic capacity equivalent to that of a 
2-year-old child. 

Psychologist Sally Boysen at Ohio State University and 
researcher Tetsuro Matsuzawa at Kyoto University in Japan 

Researcher Joyce Butler showing Nim the chimpanzee the sign for drink. 
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have been doing research not only on the language abili-
ties of chimpanzees, but also on their numerical abilities 
(Boysen and Bernston 1989). The chimpanzees studied are 
reported to have learned how to count from zero to nine 
and also to “read” Japanese characters (kanji) or English 
words. However, these researchers do not conclude that 
these chimpanzees have grammar or syntactical abilities. 
And in a more recent book, Sue Savage-Rumbaugh and 
her colleagues have claimed that Kanzi demonstrates the 
capacity for a “theory of mind,” meaning that Kanzi can 
attribute “thoughts” and “intentions” and understanding 
the thoughts of others, a capacity that most linguists and 
psychologists maintain only humans have (Gordon 2004). 

However, Terrace suggests that the animal sign lan-
guage studies are misguided. He believes that these 
researchers are attempting to elicit “bits of language” 
from apes who are preoccupied with performing only to 
obtain rewards (Gordon 2004). 

Ethological Research 
on Ape Communication 
In addition to doing laboratory research on animal commu-
nication, primatologists study the behavior of primates in 
their natural environment and have conducted a number of 
impressive field studies. Ethologists, scientists who study 
animal behavior, find that many types of animals have  call 
systems—certain sounds or vocalizations that produce spe-
cific meanings—that are used to communicate for adaptive 
purposes. Animals such as prairie dogs, chickens, various 
types of monkeys, and chimpanzees have call systems. 

In a primatological study of gorillas in central Africa, 
George Schaller isolated twenty-two vocalizations used 
by these primates. This compares with twenty vocaliza-
tions used by howler monkeys, thirty used by Japanese 
macaque monkeys, and nine used by gibbons (Schaller 
1976). Like these other vocalizations, the gorilla sounds 
are associated with specific behaviors or emotional states, 
such as restful feeding, sexual behavior, play, anger, and 
warnings of approaching threats. Infant gorillas also emit 
certain sounds when their mothers venture off. Schaller 
admits that some vocalizations were not accompanied by 
any specific type of behavior or stimulus. 

Chimpanzee Communication: Jane Goodall
The most impressive long-term investigation of chim-
panzees in their natural environment was carried out by 
Jane Goodall, a primatologist who has been studying the 
chimpanzees of the Gombe Game Reserve in Africa since 
1960. Goodall has gathered a great deal of information 
on the vocalizations used by these chimps. Her obser-
vations have shown that the chimpanzees use a great 
variety of calls, which are tied directly to emotional states 
such as fear, annoyance, and sexual excitement. She con-
cludes that “the production of a sound in the absence of 
the appropriate emotional state seems to be an almost 
impossible task for the chimpanzee” (Goodall 1986:125). 

Goodall found that the chimps use “intraparty calls,” 
communication within the group, and “distance 
calls,” communication with other groups. Intraparty calls 
include pant-grunts directed to a higher-ranking individ-
ual within the group as a token of respect and barks, 
whimpers, squeaks, screams, coughs, and other sounds 
directed toward other chimps in the immediate group. 
Distance calls serve a wider range of functions, includ-
ing drawing attention to local food sources, announcing 
the precise location of individuals in the home territory, 
and, in times of distress, bringing help from distant allies. 
Other current primatological studies indicate that chim-
panzee vocalization such as pant-hoots are context-spe-
cific and are not limited to predation or other behaviors 
(Crockford and Boesch 2003). Further research is needed 
to discover whether the chimps use these vocalizations to 
distinguish among different types of foods and dangers 
in the environment. 

Although primate communication in the wild indi-
cates that they do not use symbolic language or anything 
close to ASL, nevertheless the laboratory studies that 
have trained chimpanzees and gorillas to use ASL clearly 
demonstrate that the gap between primate communica-
tion and human language may be reduced. Whether they 
indicate that apes can use true human symbolic language 
remains undecided and controversial. Although recent 
neurological research on chimpanzees has shown that 
they have areas in their brain with linguistic capacities 
and potentialities similar to those of humans, more re-
search needs to be done on 
primate communication 
to investigate this phe-
nomenon (Gannon 
et  a l .  1998;  Smal l 
2001; Gordon 2004). 
Primatologist Michael 
Tomasello and col-
leagues have done 
studies that indicate 
that modern 

Jane Goodall with an infant chimpanzee. 
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chimps lack the capacity for sharing and making infer-
ences about intentions of one another (2005). These pri-
matologists suggest that this lack of capacity for sharing 
intentions and interest in cooperation with others for 
pursuing goals is a major difference between non-human 
primates and humans. 

Most anthropologists and psychologists have con-
cluded that apes show the ability to manipulate lin-
guistic symbols when the symbols are hand gestures 
or plastic symbols. However, the fact that they do not 
have the capacity to transmit symbolic language beyond 
the level of a 2-year-old human child does not mean 
that they are failed humans. Chimps are perfectly good 
at being chimps. It would appear that humans have 
many different sorts of linguistic capacities. Whether 
they are different in  degree or in  kind is a topic that has 
divided the primatologists, linguistic anthropologists, 
and psychologists who assert differing claims based 
upon their evidence in the field or the laboratory. We 
will explore this aspect of linguistic capacities in hu-
mans later in this chapter. 

Animal Communication 
and Human Language 
Both laboratory and field studies of animal communica-
tion offer fascinating insights into the question of what 
distinguishes human communication from animal com-
munication. Many Western philosophers such as Plato 
and René Descartes have identified speech and language 
as the major distinction between humans and other ani-
mals. Modern studies on animal communication, how-
ever, suggest that the language gap separating humans 
from other animals is not as wide as it once appeared. 
These studies also indicate that fundamental differences 
exist between animal communication and human lan-
guages. The question is not whether animals can commu-
nicate; we know that almost every animal can. The real 
question is: How does animal communication differ from 
human communication? In searching for an answer to 
this question, linguistic anthropologists have identified a 
number of distinctive characteristics of human languages. 
The four most important features are productivity, dis-
placement, arbitrariness, and combining sounds (Hockett 
and Ascher 1964). 

Productivity 
Human languages are inherently flexible and creative. 
Users of human languages, even small children, can cre-
ate sentences never heard before by anyone. There are 
no limits to our capability to produce messages that re-
fer to the past, present, or future. We can express dif-
ferent thoughts, meanings, and experiences in infinite 
ways. In contrast, animal communication systems in nat-
ural settings are rigid and fixed. The sounds of animal 
communications do not vary and cannot be modified. 

The offspring of chimpanzees will always use the same 
pattern of vocalization as the parents. In contrast, the 
highly flexible nature of human languages allows for 
efficient and creative uses of symbolic communication. 
William von Humboldt, a nineteenth-century linguist, 
used the phrase “the infinite use of finite media” to suggest 
the idea of linguistic productivity (von Humboldt [1836] 
1972; Pinker 1994). 

Displacement
It is clear from field studies, and to some extent from 
laboratory studies, that the meaning of a sound or vo-
calization of a nonhuman animal is closely tied to a 
specific type of stimulus. For example, the chimpan-
zee’s vocalization is associated with a particular emo-
tional state and stimulus. Thus, a growl or scream as a 
warning to the group cannot be made in the absence of 
some perceived threat. Similarly, animals such as par-
rots and  mynah birds can learn to imitate a wide vari-
ety of words, but they cannot substitute or displace one 
word for another. In contrast, the meanings of sounds in 
human languages can refer to people, things, or events 
that are not present, a feature called displacement. We 
can discuss things that are not perceived by our visual 
or auditory capacities. 

This capacity for displacement enables humans to 
communicate with one another using highly abstract 
concepts. Humans can express their objectives in ref-
erence to the past, present, and future. They can dis-
cuss spiritual or hypothetical phenomena that do not 
exist concretely. They can discuss past history through 
myth or specific genealogical relations. Humans can 
refer to what will happen after death through myth or 
theological concepts such as heaven or spiritual en-
lightenment. Displacement allows humans to plan for 
the future through the use of foresight. Obviously, this 
linguistic ability for displacement is interrelated with 
the general symbolic capacities that are shared by 
humans, providing the basis of culture, as discussed 
in Chapter 3. Symbolic capacities allow humans to 
manipulate abstract concepts to develop complex be-
liefs and worldviews. 

Arbitrariness
The arbitrariness of sounds in a communication sys-
tem is another distinctive feature of human languages. 
Words seldom have any necessary connection with 
the concrete objects or abstract symbols they repre-
sent. In English, we say one, two, and three to refer to 
the numbers whereas the Chinese say yi, er, and san.
Neither language has the “correct” word for the num-
bers because there is no correct word. “Ouch” is pro-
nounced “ ay” in Spanish and “ ishkatak” in the Nootkan 
Indian language. A German shepherd dog does not 
have any difficulty understanding the bark of a French 
poodle. An English speaker, however, will have trouble 
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understanding a Chinese speaker. A chimpanzee from 
West Africa will have no difficulty communicating with 
a chimpanzee from East Africa (although primatolo-
gists do find different behavior patterns, such as tool-
making and nut cracking, among chimpanzees residing 
in different locales in Africa) (Mercader, Panger, and 
Boesch 2002). 

Combining Sounds 
to Produce Meanings 
We have mentioned that various animals have sounds 
that indicate different meanings in specific contexts. 
Human languages, in addition, have units of sound that 
cannot be correlated with units of meaning. Every human 
language has between twelve and sixty of these sound 
units, called phonemes. A phoneme is a unit of sound 
that distinguishes meaning in a particular language. For 
example, in English, the difference between “dime” and 
“dine” is distinguished by the sound difference or pho-
nemic difference between / m/ and / n/. English has 
forty-five phonemes, Italian has twenty-seven, 
and Hawaiian has thirteen (Farb 1974). 

Nonhuman animals cannot combine their 
sound units to communicate new meanings; 
one vocalization is given to indicate a specific 
response. In contrast, in human languages, the 
same sounds can be combined and recom-
bined to form different meanings. As an 
illustration, the sounds usually repre-
sented by the English letters p, t, c, and 
a (the vowel sound in the word  bat)
have no meaning on their own. But 
they can be used to form words like 
pat, tap, cat, apt, act, tact, pact, and 
so on, which do have meanings. The 
Hawaiian language, with only thirteen 
sound units, has almost 3,000 words 
consisting of different combinations of three sounds 
and many thousands of words formed by combina-
tions of six sounds. Phonemes that may have no mean-
ing alone can be combined and recombined to form 
literally as many meaningful units (words) as people 
need or want. Primates and other animals do not have 
this ability. 

Having defined these features of human language, 
we can discern fundamental differences between human 
and animal communication. However, some researchers 
working with chimpanzees in laboratories are still not 
willing to label human languages as “true languages,” 
as distinguished from “animal communication systems.” 
They criticize what they refer to as the “anthropocentric” 
view of language—the view that takes human language 
as its standard. Because chimpanzees do not have the 
physical ability to form the sounds made by humans, 
it may be unfair to compare their language strictly in 
terms of vocal communication. 

The Evolution of Language 
Throughout the centuries, linguists, philosophers, and 
physical anthropologists have developed theories con-
cerning the origins of human language. One early theory, 
known as the “bowwow” theory, maintains that language 
arose when humans imitated the sounds of nature by the 
use of onomatopoeic words, such as  cock-a-doodle-do,
or sneeze, or mumble. Another theory associated with the 
Greek philosopher Plato argues that language evolved as 
humans detected the natural sounds of objects in nature.
Known as the “ding-dong” theory, this argument assumed 
that a relationship exists between a word and its mean-
ing because nature gives off a harmonic ring. For exam-
ple, all of nature, including rocks, streams, plants, and 
animals, was thought to emit a ringing sound that could 
be detected by humans. The harmonic ring of a rock sup-
posedly sounded like the word rock. Both theories have 
been discredited, replaced by other scientific and linguis-
tic anthropological hypotheses concerning the evolution of 
language. When anthropologists study the evolution of lan-

guage, they draw on evidence from all four fields of an-
thropology: physical anthropology, archaeology, 

linguistic anthropology, and cultural anthropol-
ogy in combination with studies in genetics, 
psycholinguistics, and experiments in com-
munication with animals and humans.  

The Anatomy of Language 
One distinction that needs to be under-
stood when examining the hypotheses 
put forward by anthropologists regarding 
the evolution of language is that there 
is a difference between  speech and  lan-
guage. Speech is how we communicate 
with one another through oral/auditory 
mechanisms to convey our thoughts to 
one another. In addition to speech, lan-

guage includes the communicative capacity to exchange 
symbolic abstract ideas with one another through writ-
ing and without sound. For thousands of years, accord-
ing to the evidence anthropologists have about human 
communication, speech and oral/auditory messages were 
the only form of communication. Thus, the evolution of 
speech and language may be separate from one another 
to some extent (Clegg 2004). 

As discussed earlier in the text, the evolution of hom-
inids was accompanied by some degree of increase in 
brain size. The expansion of the hominid brain reflects 
the increasing size of the cerebral cortex, the part related 
to all of the higher functions of the brain, such as mem-
ory and symbolic and cultural capacities. Although many 
capacities of the human brain, including memory, learn-
ing, and other functions, are not completely understood 
by modern science, we do know that the cerebral cortex 
contains the billions of nerve cells needed for receiving, 
storing, and processing information. 
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The Human Brain and Speech Other centers 
of the brain play important roles in the human capacity 
for language. The human brain is divided into two hemi-
spheres. Although neither hemisphere is dominant and 
both play important roles in all functions, most human 
linguistic skills are more closely identified with one hemi-
sphere. In general, the left hemisphere controls special-
ized functions related to linguistic abilities, and the right 
hemisphere controls functions related to spatial orienta-
tion and proportion. This is true even for the deaf person 
who uses sign language to communicate. One area of 
the brain that is located in the left hemisphere and that 
especially influences human language abilities is known 
as Broca’s area; it is associated with the production of 
sound or pronunciation and with grammatical abilities. 

Another area related to linguistic abilities is Wernicke’s 
area, also located in the left hemisphere of the brain. Wer-
nicke’s area is associated with the ability to understand the 
meanings of words and sentences, or the semantics of lan-
guage. This center of the brain is important for listening 
and reading. However, current anthropological  research 
on primate brains, especially those of chimpanzees, has 
found that there are similar regions within their brains 
that control the use of their hands and mouths (Gannon 
et al. 1998). However, the Broca-Wernicke in the left hemi-
sphere area is also connected with sub-cortical regions of 
the brain known as the basal ganglia, which appears to 
regulate motor control, syntax, and cognition. Recently, 
the FOXP2 gene that is connected with human linguistic 
capacities regulates and governs the embryonic develop-
ment of the basil ganglia and these sub-cortical regions 
has been discovered (Lieberman 2007). The FOXP2 gene 
is located on human chromosome 7. All normal humans 
have two copies of chromosome 7 and two copies of 
FOXP2. A long-term study of a particular family known as 
KE has a mutation that leaves them with only one work-
ing copy of FOXP2. Individuals within the family have 
problems with motor control and cognitive deficits. The 
members of this family are unable to control their tongue 
properly for speaking and have difficulty repeating two 
word sequences. Although the FOXP2 is the kind of gene 
that turns a tree of other genes on and off, there is no one 
to one correspondence between it and a single trait. Thus, 
it is not a language gene. However, it is obvious that the 
mutation that led to the development of the FOXP2 gene 
was definitely important in the evolution of the human 
capacity for language (Lieberman 2007). 

Human Anatomy and Speech Various ana-
tomical and physiological features contribute to human 
speech abilities. Although primates, especially apes, have 
lips, mouths, and tongues, no primate other than humans 
has the physical anatomy for sustaining speech produc-
tion. Human vocal organs form an irregular tube con-
necting the lungs, windpipe, and larynx, the voice box 
containing the vocal cords. Another vocal organ is the 
pharynx, the part of the vocal tract between the back 

of the tongue and the larynx extending into the nasal 
cavity. The larynx serves to hold air in the lungs and to 
control its release. These vocal organs work in conjunc-
tion with our tongue, lips, and nose to produce speech. 
The lungs force air through the pharynx, which changes 
shape to control the column of air. The nasal cavity, lips, 
and tongue can constrict or stop the flow of air at any 
point, enabling us to make vowel or consonant sounds. 
Chimpanzees can make m, b, p, n, d, t, and a number 
of other vowel sounds. But humans can articulate these 
sounds and manipulate their sequence. Philip Lieberman 
has been emphasizing that there is a overlap between 
the parts of human biology that control body movements 
and the development of our ability to speak with lan-
guage (1984, 2007). The organs involved in producing 
speech are illustrated in Figure 5.1.

Could Early Hominids Speak? Some physical 
anthropologists are using complex computer programs 
and statistical procedures to compare the anatomy of pri-
mates, early hominids, and modern humans. Through this 
method, Philip Lieberman and Jeffrey Laitman proposed 
a hypothesis regarding the evolution of language. They 
suggested that australopithecines did not have the vocal 
tract needed to produce the range of vowels found in hu-
man language. In addition, they suggested that the cra-
nium of early hominids such as Neandertals was much 

Figure 5.1 The physiology of speech making, which is unique to 
humans.
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flatter and that the larynx was higher than that of modern 
Homo sapiens. They concluded that Neandertals, archaic 
H. sapiens, could not produce vowels such as a, i, and u,
thus limiting their linguistic abilities (Laitman 1984; Lieber-
man 1991, 2007; Lieberman and McCarthy 1999). They 
hypothesized that the language capacity developed with 
the lowering of the larynx and the changes in the cranium 
for modern  H. sapiens. They went on to say that this recon-
figuration of the vocal tract made breathing more difficult, 
increased the risk of death from choking, and crowded the 
teeth, which could lead to impacted wisdom teeth, so the 
advantages of having language must have outweighed the 
disadvantages caused by the change in anatomy. 

More current hypotheses have emerged to question 
some aspects of this earlier hypothesis regarding the evo-
lution of speech. For example, physical anthropologists 
Margaret Clegg and L. C. Aiello have found that death by 
choking or suffocation is extremely rare among humans 
and is usually due to improper feeding or insufficient 
medical care (2002a). These anthropologists, along with 
others, have been reanalyzing the skeletal material asso-
ciated with Neandertals and suggest that compared with 
earlier hominids such as Homo erectus, the breathing 
apparatus, changed facial characteristics, and vocal tract 
would have enabled Neandertals to speak (Clegg and 
Aiello 2002b). Furthermore, in contrast to Lieberman’s 
and Laitman’s hypotheses regarding the inability of Nean-
dertals to use certain vowel sounds, these newer hypoth-
eses indicate that many modern human languages do not 
use or stress these particular “vowel” sounds (Pickett 1999). 

This recent reanalysis of both primate and early homi-
nid fossil evidence has given rise to a popular hypothesis 
regarding the evolution of language that suggests that aus-
tralopithecines probably communicated through sign com-
munication, vocal calls, and gestures. Linguistic capacity 
was most likely not present in the early hominids such 
as Homo habilis. However, as  H. erectus fossils indicate, 
they were fully erect and bipedal, and they may have been 
able to speak, but again did not have the expansion of 
the brain that would be connected with language capaci-
ties, although their ability to manipulate tools may have 
resulted in preadaptations that, in turn, may have resulted 
in future language capacities. These new hypotheses sug-
gest that Neandertals would have had the appropriate re-
quirements in terms of brain expansion and other physical 
anatomy that would have enabled them to speak. Eventu-
ally, these developments led to the increasing size of the 
cranium, resulting in the reorganization of the brain re-
gions and neurological capacities that resulted in language 
capacities and the abstract, symbolizing power of language 
that is associated with modern humans (Clegg 2004). 

A recent hypothesis regarding language evolution 
proposed by neuroscientist and anthropologist Michael A. 
Arbib, and his colleagues Katja Liebal, and Simone Pika 
suggests that human linguistic capacities may have 
evolved through the development of gestures rather 
than vocalization per se (2008). Reviewing the data from 

current studies on primate vocalizations, facial expres-
sions, and gestures used by primates and pre-linguistic 
human children suggest that the use of gestures coupled 
with improved modes of imitation provided the founda-
tions for the emergence of a proto-language for ancestral 
creatures related to the human line. Pre-linguistic human 
children communicate with gestures prior to spoken lan-
guage. Non-human primates also communicate with some 
basic gestures. Arbib et al. propose that the development 
of neurology for imitation and improved forms of panto-
mine associated with gestures may have been the impor-
tant keys for the development of linguistic abilities within 
the ancestral human lineage (2009). Obviously, gestural 
communication would be supplemented with vocalization 
in the full development of human language capacities, but 
these researchers emphasize that language is multimodal 
with both gestures and vocalization, and this research has 
helped illuminate what may have been initially important 
in providing the basics of human language. 

Some linguists and primatologists believe that the 
emergence of human language suggests that at some point 
in the expansion of the brain, a rewiring of the human 
brain developed that allowed for what is known as recur-
sion, the linguistic capacity to build an infinite number of 
sentences within sentences (Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch 
2002). Other models emphasize the evolution of words 
and sounds, as well as motor control and other fea-
tures of the language capacity as important as recursion 
(Lieberman 2007; Pinker 1994; Jackendoff and Pinker 2005). 
Anthropologist Dan Sperber and his colleague Deirdre 
Wilson suggest that fully modern human language in-
volves making inferences about what people are saying 
to one another in particular contexts (1996). They point 
out that compared with humans, chimpanzees have only 
a very rudimentary capacity to make inferences about the 
beliefs and intentions of another chimpanzee. Thus, com-
munication capacities for humans are connected with our 
cognitive capacities for developing inferences in particu-
lar cultural contexts. Whatever the precise determinants 
of the evolution of language, it is difficult to identify the 
critical stage in the evolution from a simple, sign-based 
communication system to a more advanced, symbolic 
form of language. It is, however, recognized that this 
capacity broadly expanded human capabilities for adap-
tation and creativity. 

Archaeologists have developed models of linguis-
tic and brain evolution in relationship with material artifacts 
associated with different sites around the world. Rich-
ard Klein suggests that there must have been a big-bang 
scenario for the evolution of language and brain devel-
opment (2003). He thinks that there must have been a 
sudden alteration in the organization of the brain result-
ing from a genetic mutation around 50,000 years ago. This 
organizational change was responsible for all of cultural 
innovations that followed the human journey out of 
Africa and across the globe. Words and grammar caused 
the means of cultural and technological change that led 
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the human species to become so successful in adaptations 
in different environments around the world. Klein suggests 
that Neandertals could not have had anything approximat-
ing human culture. Examples of Neandertal artifacts like 
stone tools and jewelry are explained as borrowings from 
the more advanced Homo sapiens. Klein associates the pro-
liferation of symbolic artifacts of the Upper Paleolithic cul-
ture at about 50,000 years with a “great leap forward.” 

In contrast to Klein, archaeologist Terrance Deacon 
argues that symbolic abilities may go back to as early 
as 2 million years ago with the early hominids such as 
H. hablis (1997). Instead of a big-bang approach to the 
development of language and symbolism, Deacon be-
lieves that earlier hominids such as H. erectus and Ne-
andertal did have an indigenous symbolic culture. He 
believes that the absence of material artifacts for sym-
bolic abilities is not evidence of the absence of symbol-
ism. For example, he notes that some forest dwelling 
peoples such as the Mbuti pygmies do not leave behind 
an abundance of material evidence, despite the fact that 
these modern humans have language, cultural traditions, 
and music as complicated as any other human societies. 
Paul Mellars, another archaeologist tends to agree with 
a more gradualist evolution of language and symbolism 
(2006). He traces the evidence of art and culture that be-
gan to accumulate in the last 200,000 years as linked with 
new cognitive and language capacities and adaptations 
to dramatic climate changes and population increases. 

Although anthropologists may disagree with one 
another regarding the actualities and purpose of language 
capacities in humans, this capacity for language was prob-
ably the last major step in our biological evolution (Klein 
2003; Mellars 2006; Mithen 1996; Deacon 1997; Lieber-
man 2007; Rossano 2010). Since that time, human history 
has been dominated by cultural rather than  biological
evolution. This cultural evolution and the subsequent 
developments in adaptation and creativity could not have 
occurred before a fully evolved language capacity. 

The Structure of Language 
Linguistic anthropologists compare the structure of dif-
ferent languages. To do so, they study the sounds of a 
language ( phonology), the words of a language ( mor-
phology), the sentence structure of a language ( syntax), 
the meaning of a language ( semantics), and the  rules for 
the appropriate use of a language ( pragmatics). More 
than 6,000 languages have existed throughout history, 
all of which have contained these five components, al-
though the components vary considerably from one lan-
guage to another. 

Phonology
Phonology is the study of the sounds used in language. 
Although all human languages have both vowel and con-
sonant sounds, no language makes use of all the sounds 

humans can make. The sounds of all languages are either 
oral or nasal. To study phonetic differences among lan-
guages, linguists have developed the International Pho-
netic Alphabet (IPA), which enables them to transcribe 
all the sounds produced in the world’s languages. Each 
sound is used somewhere in the world, although no 
single language contains all of them. Each language has 
its own phonetic inventory, consisting of all the sounds 
normally produced by its speakers, and also its own 
phonemic inventory, consisting of the sound units that 
can produce word contrasts in the language. As we have 
already seen, human languages, which have only a lim-
ited number of sounds, can combine these sounds to 
produce complex meanings. 

Linguists attempt to discover the phonemes, or con-
trasting sound-units, of a language by looking for what 
are called minimal pairs: words that are identical except 
for one difference in sound. For example, the English 
words lot and  rot form a minimal pair; they are identi-
cal except for their beginning sounds, spelled l and  r.
The fact that English speakers recognize lot and  rot as 
different words establishes that / l/ and / r/ are contrast-
ing sound-units, or phonemes, in English. In contrast, 
when Japanese children acquire their native language, 
they do not make a sharp categorical distinction between 
the / l/ and / r/ sounds. Japanese adult speakers do not 
hear the distinction between / l/ and / r/, even when they 
listen very carefully to English speakers. Recently, Patri-
cia Kuhl and her Japanese colleagues have been studying 
how Japanese infants attend to different sounds of their 
own language and why they do not make distinctions 
between / l/ and / r/ (1996). This research suggests that as 
we are exposed to our language environment, the initial 
sounds we detect as infants in our first language alter the 
neurological networks in our brains, resulting in endur-
ing effects on our ability to distinguish particular sounds 
within a language. 

When linguistic anthropologists analyze the pho-
nological system of a language, they attempt to orga-
nize the sounds, or phones, of the language into a 
system of contrasting phonemes. For example, Eng-
lish speakers produce both a / p/ sound and the same 
sound accompanied by aspiration, a light puff of air, 
symbolized in the IPA as / ph/; compare the difference 
between the p sounds in  spy and  pie. Because in Eng-
lish the sounds / p/ and / ph/ never form a minimal pair 
and their pronunciation depends upon their position in 
a word, these sounds are allophones of the same pho-
neme. In other languages, such as Aymara (spoken in 
Bolivia, Peru, and Chile), the aspiration of consonants 
produces a phonemic contrast: Compare the Aymara 
words / hupa/, which means “they,” and / hupha/, which 
is a kind of cereal. In Aymara, then, the sounds / p/ and 
/ph/ belong to separate phonemes, just as / l/ and / r/ do 
in English, as we saw before. This illustrates the fact that 
the “same” sounds may be contrastive in one language 
and not contrastive in another. Also, what sounds like 
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a / b/ to a native Spanish speaker sounds like a / p/ to a 
native English speaker. Obviously, neurological changes 
are occurring within the brain as a child acquires his or 
her native language. 

In addition to aspiration, sounds may be modified in 
other ways, including nasality, pitch, stress, and length 
of time the sound is held. Many Asian languages, such 
as Chinese and Thai, are tonal; that is, a word’s meaning 
is affected by the tones (contrasting pitches) of the 
sounds that make up the word. Put another way, the 
tones of the language have phonemic value. To an Eng-
lish speaker’s ear, a Chinese or Thai speaker sounds mu-
sical. For example, in Thai, may can mean “new,” “to 
burn,” or “silk,” depending upon the tone used. 

Pueblo Indians use many nasalized sounds to pro-
duce phonemic differences. Arab speakers use the back 
of the tongue and the throat muscles, whereas Spanish 
speakers use the tip of the tongue. The !Kung San or 
Ju/’hoansi of southern Africa have a unique manner 
of producing phonemic differences. They use a sharp 
intake of air to make clicks that shape meaning for 
them. Their language also requires more use of the lips to 
produce smacks than most other languages. The Ju/’hoansi 
language has been referred to as a “clicking language.” 

Most people are unaware of the complex physi-
ological and mental processes required to pronounce 
the sounds of their native tongue. Only through exten-
sive phonetic and phonological analysis by linguists 
and anthropologists is this component of language 
understood. 

Morphology
To study the words of human languages, anthropologists 
isolate the morphemes, the smallest units of a language 
that convey meaning. The study of morphemes is called 
morphology. Morphemes may be short, containing only 
a single phoneme, or they may include a combination 
of phonemes. They are the minimal building blocks of 
meaning and cannot be reduced further.  Bound mor-
phemes are those morphemes that cannot stand alone, 
such as suffixes and prefixes. For example, in English, 
s is a bound morpheme that indicates the plural, and 
the prefix un is a bound morpheme meaning “not.”  Free 
morphemes, in contrast, are independent units of mean-
ing; they can stand alone, for example, as nouns, verbs, 
adjectives, or adverbs. Words such as  boy, girl, happy,
and close are free morphemes. 

In any language, morphemes are limited in num-
ber, and languages differ in how these morphemes are 
used and combined. In contrast to many languages, Eng-
lish has complex rules governing the formation of plurals 
of certain words (for example,  geese, mice, children, and 
shrimp). Some languages, such as Chinese, generally use 
one morpheme for each word. Other languages, such as 
the Eskimo (Inuit) languages, combine a large number of 
affixes to form words. 

An important way in which languages differ is the 
extent to which they use morphology to convey mean-
ing. For example, in English, we can say “the girl sees 
the dog” or “the dog sees the girl.” The nouns girl and 
dog do not change form, and only their position in the 
sentence indicates which is subject and which is object. 
But in Russian, dyevushka videt sobaku means “the girl 
sees the dog”; “the dog sees the girl” is  sobaka videt 
dyevushku. Note that the endings on the nouns show 
which is subject and which is object, even if the word 
order is changed: Sobaku videt dyevushka still means “the 
girl sees the dog.” 

Syntax
The syntax of a language is the collection of rules for 
the way phrases and sentences are made up out of 
words. For example, these rules determine whether a 
subject comes before or after a verb or whether an object 
follows a verb. Linguistic anthropologist Joseph Green-
berg and colleagues (Greenberg, Denning, and Kemmer
1990) classified languages based on word order within 
sentences—that is, the location of the subject (S), the 
verb (V), and the object (O). They demonstrated that 
these components occur in six possible orders: VSO, 
SVO, SOV, VOS, OSV, and OVS. But, in fact, Greenberg 
and his colleagues found in their cross-linguistic com-
parison that usually just three patterns of word  order 
occur: VSO, SVO, and SOV. Since their study, other 
languages have been discovered with the VOS, OSV, 
and OVS forms, though the last two are extremely rare 
(Smith 1999). 

Although most languages permit variation in syntax 
to allow for emphasis in expression, most linguists sug-
gest that some innate universal capacities may influence 
word order. For example, the expression for the English 
sentence “The boy drank the water” can be found in 
all languages. Notice the variations in syntactical order 
among six different languages: 

S V O

English: the bóy dránk the wáter 

S V O

Russian: mál’c_ik vy’pil vódu

V S O

Arabic: s_áraba lwáladu lma-a

S V O

Hausa: ya-ro- yás_a- ruwa-

S V O

Thai: dègchaaj dyym nàam

S O V

Quechua: wámbra yakúta upiárqan

(Hausa is a West African language. Quechua is a language 
of the ancient Incas and their modern descendants.) 



Chapter 5 �  Language 93

The syntax of a language also includes rules for trans-
forming one kind of sentence into another—for  example,
for forming questions from statements. To form questions 
from statements, English has a rule that moves the aux-
iliary verb from its normal position in the sentence to a 
position at the front of the sentence. This rule allows us 
to take the statement “Mary will study for the exam.” and, 
by moving will to the front, transform it into the question 
“Will Mary study for the exam?” 

Semantics
Semantics is the study of the meaning of the symbols, 
words, phrases, and sentences of a language. The field of 
semantics has led to important developments in linguis-
tic anthropology. Linguistic anthropologists focus on the 
meaning of language as it relates to beliefs, concepts, and 
patterns of thought in different societies. A specialty has 
developed to account for the meaning of concepts and 
terms relating to kinship and other cultural phenomena. 
This specialty sometimes referred to as ethnosemantics,
overlaps with field of cognitive anthropology introduced 
in Chapter 4.

Kinship Terms The goal of ethnosemantics is to 
understand the meanings of words, phrases, and sen-
tences and how members of other societies use language 
to organize things, events, and behaviors. For example, 
this type of analysis has been applied to the kinship ter-
minologies of many societies. It became increasingly clear 
to many anthropologists that they could not understand 
the kinship terms of other societies by simply translating 
them into English. English terms such as  mother, father,
brother, brother-in-law, cousin, aunt, and uncle treat the 
meaning of kinship differently than do the kinship terms 
of other societies. 

Some groups classify their kin with very precise 
terms for individuals, no matter how distantly they are 
related. English kin terms are fairly precise and distinct 
with respect to genealogical relatedness, yet English does 
not specify every kin relationship precisely. For example, 
English speakers do not distinguish between maternal 
and paternal uncles or aunts. Chinese kinship terminol-
ogy, on the other hand, includes different terms for one’s 
mother’s brother and one’s father’s brother. There are 
separate terms for every sibling, as well as for different 
cousins. This is an example of a highly descriptive kin-
ship terminology. Other forms of kinship terminology are 
highly generalized. In the Hawaiian kinship system, there 
is no specific term to parallel the English term  father. In-
stead, the Hawaiians use one general term to classify their 
father and all male relatives in their father’s generation. 
Some kinship terminologies, such as those of the Iroquois 
Indians, are intermediate between the descriptive and the 
generalized forms. The Iroquois have one single term for 
one’s father and one’s father’s brother, but two separate 
terms for one’s mother and one’s mother’s brother. 

Ethnosemanticists or cognitive anthropologists have 
worked out systematic methods to understand the kin-
ship terminologies of many different societies by fo-
cusing on the distinctive common features of these 
terminologies (D’Andrade 1995). For example, in Eng-
lish, there is a male and female contrast with every kin 
term except cousin. In addition, the feature of genera-
tion is designated in terms such as  uncle and  nephew,
aunt and  niece, and in these same terms, we distinguish 
between ascending and descending generations. There is 
also a contrast between direct (same generation) and collat-
eral (different generation) relatives. Great uncles and great 
aunts are collateral relatives, whereas brothers and sisters 
are direct relatives. Ethnosemanticists use these methods 
to analyze other forms of kinship terminology in various 
societies.

A fascinating study by Larry Hirschfeld suggests that 
there are some universal aspects regarding the mean-
ing of kinship terminology (1986, 1989). Hirschfeld 
found that children and adults assume that kinship 
terms refer to a “natural affinity” for their own genea-
logical relatives and families. Children appear to have 
an intuitive understanding of the relationship between 
kinship terms and their relatives and family. Kinship 
terms are used to refer to people who share a com-
mon descent and an internal “essence.” The family is 
based upon a particular group of people and is differ-
ent from a group of students in a class or other types 
of groups. Anthropologist Doug Jones has followed this 
model of linguistic research on kinship terms and also 
suggests that there is a “universal” aspect to kinship ter-
minology found among all societies (2000, 2003, 2004). 
Other cognitive anthropologists continue to investigate 
kinship terminologies and other cultural phenomena to 
seek out both similarities and differences among human 
groups (Bloch and Sperber 2002). 

Language Acquisition 
Although human infants are born with the ability to speak 
a language, they are not born preprogrammed to speak 
a particular language such as English. Just as infants are 
exposed to enculturation to absorb and learn about their 
culture, they must be exposed to the phonemes, mor-
phemes, syntax, and semantics of the language within 
their culture. Linguistic anthropologists have examined 
this process, drawing on different hypotheses regarding 
language acquisition. 

One of the earliest discussions in Western soci-
ety of how humans learn their language came in the 
late fourth-century writings of the Catholic theologian 
Saint Augustine in his famous book Confessions (1995). 
Augustine believed that as we hear our parents speak 
words and point to objects, we associate the words with 
the objects. Later, the empiricist philosopher John Locke 
(1632–1704) maintained a similar belief and suggested 
that the human mind at birth is like a blank tablet, 
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a tabula rasa, and that infants learn language through 
habit formation. This hypothesis was further developed 
by twentieth-century behavioral psychologists such as 
B. F. Skinner, who maintained that infants learn language 
through conditioned responses and feedback from their 
environment. This behaviorist approach to language be-
came the dominant model of how language was acquired
for many years. In the behaviorist view, an infant might 
babble a sound that resembles an acceptable word like 
mama or  daddy and would then be rewarded for that 
response. Thus rewarded, the child would use the word 
daddy in certain contexts. According to Skinner, children 
learn their entire language through this type of social 
conditioning.

The Enlightenment philosopher René Descartes 
(1596–1650) advocated a contrasting view of language 
learning. He argued that innate ideas or structures in the 
human mind provide the basis for learning language. 
Until the late 1950s, most linguists and anthropologists 
working on language assumed that Locke’s model—and, 
by extension, Skinner’s—was correct. However, by about 
1960, evidence began to accumulate that suggested that, 
in fact, humans come into the world especially equipped 
not only to acquire language. but also to acquire any 
human language. 

Chomsky on Language Acquisition 
The most influential modern proponent of a view that 
is somewhat similar to Descartes’s hypothesis is lin-
guist Noam Chomsky. Chomsky is interested in how 
people acquire grammar, the set of rules that deter-
mine how sentences are constructed to produce mean-
ingful statements. Most people cannot actually state 
the rules of their grammar, but they do use the rules 
to form understandable sentences. For example, in 
English, young children can easily transform the ac-
tive sentence “Bill loves Mary” into a passive sentence, 
“Mary is loved by Bill.” This change requires much gram-
matical knowledge, but most English speakers carry out 

this operation without consciously thinking about it. 
According to Chomsky, all children acquire these com-
plex rules readily and do not seem to have difficulty 
producing meaningful statements, even when they 
have not been exposed to linguistic data that illustrate 
the rules in question. In other words, children acquire 
these complex rules with minimal exposure to the lan-
guage. Furthermore, children are able to both produce 
and understand novel sentences they have never heard 
before. All this would be impossible, Chomsky claims, if 
acquiring language depended on trial and error learning 
and reinforcement, as the behaviorist psychologists led 
by Skinner had thought. In other words, Chomsky sug-
gests that we are born with a brain  prewired to enable 
us to acquire language easily; Chomsky often refers to 
this prewiring as universal grammar.

Universal grammar serves as a template, or model, 
against which a child matches and sorts out the patterns 
of morphemes and phonemes and the subtle distinc-
tions that are needed to communicate in any language. 
According to Chomsky, a behavioristic understanding 
of language learning is too simplistic to account for the 
creativity and productivity of any human language. In 
his view, the universal grammar of the human mind 
enables the child to acquire language and produce sen-
tences never heard before. In addition, Chomsky and 
others who study language acquisition propose a criti-
cal period, beginning with infancy and lasting through 
about the age of five and the onset of puberty, during 
which language acquisition must take place. If children 
are not exposed to language during that period, they 
may never be able to acquire it, or they may learn it 
only in a very rudimentary fashion. Chomsky believes 
that the human brain contains genetically programmed 
blueprints or modules for language learning, and he of-
ten refers to language acquisition as a part of children’s 
“growth,” not something they do but rather something 
that happens to them. In addition, Chomsky argues that 
there is a difference in  kind between primate commu-
nication and human language capacities. He suggests 
in a well-known statement that “Olympic athlete broad-
jumpers can fly some 30 feet in the air, but humans 
do not have the capacity to fly like chickens or other 
birds.” The capacity for flying, like the “language ca-
pacity,” has very different physical and anatomical 
requirements. 

Another important contribution of Chomsky’s is 
the realization that human languages, despite their ap-
parently great diversity, are really more alike than they 
are different. Anthropologists had previously assumed 
that languages could vary infinitely and that there was 
no limit to what could be found in a human language. 
Chomsky and the researchers that followed him, in con-
trast, have cataloged many basic, underlying ways in which 
all languages are really the same. In this view, a hypotheti-
cal Martian linguist visiting Earth would probably decide 
that all humans speak dialects of one human language. 

Children learning language on a computer. 
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Note that this is somewhat parallel to the search for cul-
tural universals described in Chapter 3.

Chomsky’s model is referred to as generative 
grammar. In this view, speakers of a language gener-
ate their sentences from a set of rules, some of which we 
have discussed earlier. This model is extremely powerful 
because many sentences can be generated with a rela-
tively small number of rules operating on the lexicon, a 
vocabulary of words used within a specific language. For 
example, a very simple generative grammar for English 
might include the following rules: 

S S NP VP (a sentence consists of a noun phrase 
plus a verb phrase) 

VP S V (NP) (a verb phrase consists of a verb plus 
an optional noun phrase) 

NP S Art N (a noun phrase consists of an article plus 
a noun) 

N S girl, dog 

Art S the, a 
V S sees 

With this simple set of rules, we can generate sentences 
such as “The girl sees the dog,” “A girl sees a dog,” 
“A dog sees the girl,” “The girl sees,” and so on. Each 
time we add a noun or verb, we increase exponentially 
the number of sentences we can generate. 

In the early years of generative grammar, Chomsky 
and others proposed an enormous number of complicated 
grammatical rules, including transformational rules that 
had to be learned by children. But it soon became appar-
ent that children could not, in the short time they take to 
acquire language, learn so many complex rules, and there 
has been a push more recently to simplify the generative 
model as much as possible. One of the more elegant out-
comes of this trend has been the principles-and-parame-
ters approach. One example of this is the head parameter, 
which determines whether the head of a phrase precedes 
or follows its complement (the only two possibilities). In 

English, for example, heads precede their complements, as 
illustrated here with the complements in brackets: 

Verb 1 object sees [the dog] 

Preposition 1 object over [the rainbow] 

Noun 1 complement president [of Mexico] 

Adjective 1 complement afraid [of spiders] 

In other languages, like Japanese and Aymara, heads 
follow their complements (the rainbow 1 over; the dog 1
sees). Chomsky and others noticed that, as with the pre-
ceding English examples, this parameter tends to apply 
across all the possible phrase types in a language. In other 
words, English-speaking children do not have to acquire, 
separately, the concept that verbs precede their objects 
and prepositions precede theirs. They need to acquire only 
one fact: The setting of the head parameter for English is 
head-initial. Once they know that, a number of apparently 
disparate facts about English fall into place. There is some 
evidence that children begin “setting” their head parameter 
very early, at around 2 years of age (Goodluck 1991). 

Recently, there has been a push toward what 
Chomsky and some other linguists call minimalism, a 
search for ways to further simplify the model of univer-
sal grammar, and many of the former generative rules 
have disappeared completely. One that remains is the 
merge rule, which allows for constituents such as words 
to be joined together (for example, forming the noun 
phrase the dog from the separate article  the and noun 
dog). Another rule that continues to be useful is the 
move rule, mentioned earlier. In keeping with minimal-
ism, these rules are very general; what can be joined 
together and what can be moved and to where are 
determined by properties of the constituents  involved 
(Chomsky 1995, 2002). 

Chomsky argues that languages have two separate 
modes of existence, which he calls  E-Language and 
I-Language. E-Language is the “external” observable 
words and utterances that we make to one another as 
we communicate, with our specific vocabularies, dia-
lects, nuances in our speech habits, and circumstances 
and social context of our use of language. Other lin-
guists refer to this as the pragmatics of language or, 
as we will see later, the subject of sociolinguistic stud-
ies. Chomsky believes that this E-Language is very dif-
ficult to study because it involves so many complex 
variables that make our everyday conversations and 
use of speech and writing almost impossible to com-
prehend. However, I-Language is an “internal” set of 
rules that children acquire to be able to communicate 
in the specific language that they are exposed to in 
Japan, America, or Uruguay. Chomsky suggests that no 
two individual children share exactly the same I-Language, 
although they will share some similarities with one 
another in order to be able to communicate. He also 
indicates that there will be differences between the 

Noam Chomsky. 
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Saving Languages 

T here are more than 6,000 lan-
guages distributed throughout 
a population of more than 6 

billion people in the world. As many 
linguistic anthropologists have noted, 
however, tens of thousands of lan-
guages have become extinct through 
the years. In Western Europe, hun-
dreds of languages disappeared with 
the expansion of agricultural empires 
that imposed their languages on 
conquered peoples. For example, 
during the expansion of the Roman 
Empire for approximately a thousand 
years, many tribal languages disap-
peared as they were replaced by 
Latin. Currently, only forty-five na-
tive languages still exist in Western 
Europe. 

When  Co lumbus  d i scove red 
the Amer icas,  more than 2,000 
languages existed among differ-
ent Native American peoples. Yet, 
even in pre-Columbian America, 
before 1500  A.D., native languages 
were displaced by the expansion of 
peoples such as the Aztecs and In-
cas in Central and South America. 
As the Spanish and British empires 
expanded into these regions, the 
indigenous languages began to dis-
appear even more rapidly. A similar 
process has been ongoing through-
out Asia, Afr ica, and the Middle 
East. 

The majority of people in the world 
speak one of the “ large” groups 
of languages, such as Mandarin 
Chinese (with more than 1 bil l ion 
speakers), Spanish, or English. Most 
of the more than 4,000 languages 
that exist are spoken in small-scale 
societies that have an average of 
5,000 people or so. For example, 
Papua New Guinea alone has per-

haps as many as a thousand different 
languages distributed among various 
ethnic groups (Diamond 1993). Other 
islands in countries such as Indonesia 
may have as many as four hundred 
different languages. Yet, in all of the 
areas of the Pacific and Asia, the 
“large” languages are beginning to 
replace the “small” ones. 

Some l inguists estimate that if 
the present rate of the disappear-
ance of languages remains con-
stant, within a century or two our 
4,000 languages could be reduced 
to just a few hundred. For exam-
ple, as young people in the Pacific 
Islands begin to move from rural to 
urban regions, they usually aban-
don their traditional language and 
learn a majority tongue to be able to 
take advantage of educational and 
economic opportunities. As the me-
dia—television, radio, newspapers, 
and now the Internet—opt for a 
majority language, more people will 
elect to abandon their native lan-
guages. These are global processes 
that have resulted in linguistic ho-
mogeneity and the loss of traditional 
languages. 

In North America and Alaska, there 
are some two hundred languages 
ranging from Inuit and Yupik among 
the native Alaskans to Navajo, Hopi, 
Choctaw, Creek, Seminole, Chicka-
saw, and Cherokee in other areas. 
However, most of these languages 
are now on the verge of extinction. 
As Europeans began to expand and 
control North America and Alaska, 
they forced Native American chil-
dren to speak the English language 
as a means of “civilizing” them. In 
many cases, Native American chil-
dren were removed from their families 
and were forbidden to speak their 
native languages. In addition, most 

Native American peoples have had 
to learn English to adjust to circum-
stances in an English-language-dom-
inated society. Thus, very few of the 
Native American languages are ac-
tively spoken today. 

Some people say that this process 
of global and linguistic homogeniza-
tion and the loss of traditional lan-
guages is a positive development. As 
people begin to speak a common lan-
guage, communication is increased, 
leading to improvements in societies 
that formerly could not unify through 
language. For example, in India, hun-
dreds of languages existed before the 
British colonized the area. As the edu-
cated class in India (a small minority) 
began to learn and speak English, it 
helped provide a means of unifying 
India as a country. Many people say 
that for the purpose of developing 
commerce and political relationships, 
the abandonment of native languages 
is a good thing. Many businesspeople 

 Applying Anthropology 

Today many Native American Indian 
children are learning their native 
languages.
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and politicians argue that multiple lan-
guages inhibit economic and political 
progress, and the el ites of many 
countries have directly encouraged 
language loss. 

A number of linguistic anthropolo-
gists, however, disagree with these 
policies. They may agree that people 
ought to have some common lan-
guage to understand one another, 
to conduct business, and to pursue 
common political goals. But, they 
argue, this does not have to mean 
eliminating minority languages. It re-
quires only that people become bilin-
gual or multilingual. In most societies 
throughout the wor ld,  inc luding 
Western Europe, people routinely 
learn two or more languages as chil-
dren. The United States and Japan 
are exceptional in being monolingual 
societies. 

Linguistic anthropologists f ind 
from their studies that people who 
are forced to abandon their native 
languages and cultures begin to lose 
their self-esteem. Bilingualism would 
permit these people to retain their own 
language while simultaneously learn-
ing the majority language to be able to 
share in a common national culture. 

The U.S. government is beginning 
to realize that bilingualism has a posi-
tive infl uence on community develop-
ment among minority populations such 
as Native Americans. In the recent past, 
a number of educational programs 
were funded under the U.S. Bilingual 
Education Act. This act encouraged 
the development of English-speaking 
skills; however, it also offered instruc-
tion in the native languages. Dur-
ing the 1980s, there were more than 
twenty Title VII projects serving Native 
American students from sixteen differ-
ent language backgrounds. Through 
these government-sponsored pro-

grams, l inguist ic anthropologists 
have been actively engaged in both 
research and language renewal ac-
tivities among the Native American 
population (Leap 1988). These ac-
tivities have led many younger Native 
Americans to become interested in 
studying their traditional languages, 
which may lead to improvements in 
classroom learning and inhibit high 
dropout rates among young students 
(Laughlin 2004). 

Anthropologist Russell Bernard has 
promoted the value of maintaining the 
native languages of people through 
the use of microcomputers (1992). 
Anthropologists use computers to 
help develop writing systems and lit-
erature for native languages. Through 
this computer technology, anthropolo-
gists can help native peoples produce 
literature in their own languages for fu-
ture generations. Bernard emphasizes 
that this will enable all of humanity to 
profi t from the ideas of these people. 
Bernard was able to establish a center 
in Mexico where the Indian population 
could learn to use computers to write 
in their native languages. Sixty Indian 
people have learned to write directly 
in languages such as Mixtec, Zapo-
tec, Chatino, Amuzgo, Chinantec, and 
Mazataec. These native authors will 
use these texts to teach adults and 
children of their home regions to read. 
Projects such as these represent op-
portunities for anthropologists to apply 
their knowledge in solving important 
problems in U.S. society and beyond. 

More  recent l y,  l i ngu is t ic  an-
th ropo log i s t s  have  been  con-
t r ibut ing to  the  g loba l l y  based 
Internet forum known as the Ro-
setta Project with a web site  http://
rosettaproject.org .  This Rosetta 
Project is a global col laborat ion 
between linguistic specialists and 

nat i ve  speakers  o f  the  wor ld ’s 
languages, including endangered 
languages. The Rosetta Project has 
thousands of essays and blog posts, 
and reports on different endangered 
languages throughout the world. For 
example, one report discusses the 
275 endangered Australian Aborigi-
nal languages and how the Austra-
lian government has a new program 
to help support the translation, teach-
ing, and the saving of these aboriginal 
languages. Another report by linguist 
Laura Welcher discusses the Navajo 
language, currently spoken by about 
150,000 people who also speak 
English, and another several thou-
sand who are monol ingua l  and 
speak only Navajo (2009). However, 
many young Navajo are not learning 
the Navajo language and English is 
supplanting the traditional language 
of the community. This endangered 
Navajo language was important as 
a code that was used by the U.S. 
mil i tary during World War I I . The 
Navajo Code-Talkers were recruited 
by the U.S. military to send verbal 
messages by radio to provide sup-
port troops in the field. At the time 
of World War II, there was not much 
knowledge of the Navajo language 
because their communit ies were 
physical ly  and socia l ly  isolated. 
However, as Welcher suggests, lin-
guistic anthropologists have learned 
much more about the grammati-
cal structures and lexicon of most 
of the world’s languages, therefore, 
it would be very diff icult to have 
the “Code Talking” phenomena in 
this era. The Rosetta Project is be-
ing used as a heuristic tool to bring 
together nat ive speakers of lan-
guages and linguists to establish a 
foundation to save the endangered 
languages throughout the world. 

http://rosettaproject.org
http://rosettaproject.org
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I-Languages from one generation to another and that 
this eventually results in the development of new lan-
guages in different areas of the world, the subject of 
the next section below (Chomsky 1986). 

Creole and Pidgin Languages One source of 
evidence for Chomsky’s model of innate universal gram-
mar is research on specific types of languages known as 
creole and  pidgin languages. Linguist Derek Bickerton 
has compared these two types of languages from dif-
ferent areas of the world. Pidgin and creole languages 
develop from cross-cultural contact between speakers of 
mutually unintelligible languages. A pidgin form of com-
munication emerges when people of different languages 
develop and use a simple grammatical structure and 
words to communicate with one another. For example, 
in the New Guinea highlands, where many 
different languages were spoken, a pidgin 
language developed between the indige-
nous peoples and the Westerners. 

In some cases, the children of the 
pidgin speakers begin to speak a creole
language. The vocabulary of the creole lan-
guage is similar to that of the pidgin, but 
the grammar is much more complex. There 
are more than a hundred known creole 
languages. Among them are the creole lan-
guages developed between African slaves 
and Europeans, leading to languages such 
as Haitian and Jamaican Creole. Hawaiian 
Creole emerged after contact  between 
English-speaking Westerners and native Hawaiians. 

What is remarkable, according to Bickerton, is that 
all these languages share similar grammatical patterns, 
despite the lack of contact among these diverse peo-
ples. For example, Hawaiian Creole uses the English 
word walk in a very different manner from standard 
English. The phrase bin walk means “had walked”; 
stay walk is continuing action, as in “I am walk-
ing” or “I was walking”; and I bin stay walk means 
“I had been walking.” Although this phrasing might 
sound unusual to a person from England or the United 
States, it does conform to a clear set of grammatical 
rules. Very similar tense systems are found in all other 
creole languages, whatever their vocabularies or geo-
graphic origins. 

Bickerton suggests that the development of creole 
languages may parallel the evolution of early human lan-
guages. Because of an innate universal grammatical com-
ponent of the human mind, languages emerged in uniform 
ways. The prehistoric languages would have had struc-
tures similar to those of the creole languages. As languages 
developed in various types of environments with different 
characteristics, different vocabularies and sentence struc-
tures evolved. Yet, when societies are  uprooted by cultural 
contact, the innate rules for ordering language remain in-
tact. Bickerton’s thesis suggests that humans do have some 

sort of universal linguistic acquisition device, as hypoth-
esized by Chomsky (Bickerton 1985, 1999, 2008). 

Sign Language in Nicaragua: A Case 
for the Innateness of Language 
A new, interesting study of deaf children in Nicaragua con-
ducted by linguistic anthropologist Ann Senghas and her 
colleagues also supports the view that language has some 
innate characteristics, as Chomsky has indicated. This study 
demonstrates how language can develop from a gesture sys-
tem to a full-fledged language with grammar, symbols, and 
meanings (Senghas, Kita, and Ozyurek 2004). Nicaragua’s 
deaf schools were established in 1977 and had many deaf 
children who interacted with one another. These children 
came from various backgrounds and regions of the coun-
try and had developed different means of communication 

with their parents. The school that was es-
tablished focused on teaching the children to 
read lips and speak in Spanish. Senghas and 
her colleagues studied three generations of 
deaf schoolchildren in Managua, Nicaragua, 
and found that they were actually constructing 
linguistic rules from various gestures that they 
were using with one another over the years. 
These gestures were different from any other 
communicative gestures found in other sign 
languages. The studies indicate that the pre-
adolescent children are much more capable of 
learning the new deaf language than the older 
children, thus indicating that there is a “criti-
cal stage” in the capacity for learning grammar, 

syntax, and rules of language. This study demonstrated that 
this deaf language, invented by these Nicaraguan children, 
developed from a gestural sign system to a more structured 
linguistic system. This linguistic study provides more con-
firmation of Chomsky’s views on language acquisition and 
also of the research on the transition from pidgin to creole 
languages previously described. It appears that children’s 
brains are predisposed to learn the rules of complicated 
grammar and impose grammatical structure in innovative and 
productive ways. This study of deaf Nicaraguan children in-
dicates that there is a biologically based language acquisition 
device that enables young children to learn and create 
extremely complex fundamental grammatical and linguistic 
systems with symbolic meanings understood by all of them. 

It appears that language acquisition depends upon 
both biological readiness and learning. The ability to speak 
seems to be biologically programmed, whereas a specific 
language is learned from the society the child grows up 
in. Children who are not exposed to language during 
their “critical period” may not be able to learn to use lan-
guage properly. Research such as Chomsky’s provides for 
further advances in an interactionist approach to test hy-
potheses regarding language, biology, mind, and thought. 
A recent book by linguist Andrea Moro discusses the use 
of new technologies in neuroimaging that has enabled a 
more comprehensive understanding of how language is 
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integrated with our neurology (2008). The use of positron 
emission topography, or (PET), and functional magnetic 
resonance imaging, (or fMRI) has led to a bio-linguistic 
revolution that has resulted in an enhanced understanding 
of language acquisition, genetics, neuroscience, and the 
universal grammar that Chomsky has been discussing for 
the last 50 years. The future of this research is bound to 
unlock more crucial areas of knowledge about the biologi-
cal aspect of language for anthropological research. 

Language, Thought, and Culture 
In the early part of the twentieth century, Edward Sapir 
and Benjamin Whorf carried out studies of language 
and culture. Sapir was a prodigious fieldworker who 
described many Native American languages and provided 
the basis for the comparative method in anthropological 
linguistics. Whorf, an insurance inspector by profession 
and a linguist and anthropologist by calling, conducted 
comparative research on a wide variety of languages. 
The research of Sapir and Whorf led their students to 
formulate a highly controversial hypothesis that differs 
dramatically from the theories of Chomsky and the eth-
nosemantics of cognitive anthropologists and linguists. 

The Sapir–Whorf Hypothesis 
The Sapir–Whorf hypothesis suggests that there is a 
close relationship between the properties or character-
istics of a specific language and its associated culture 
and that these features of specific languages define 
experiences for us. In other words, although humans 
everywhere have approximately the same set of physical 
organs for perceiving reality—eyes to see, ears to hear, 
noses to smell—the human nervous system is bombarded 
with sensations of all kinds, intensities, and durations. 
These sensations do not all reach our consciousness. 

Rather, humans have a filtering device that classifies 
reality. This filtering device, according to the Sapir–Whorf 
hypothesis, is based on the characteristics of a specific 
language. In this view, certain features of language, 
in effect, provide us with a special pair of glasses that 
heightens certain perceptions and dims others, determin-
ing what we perceive as reality. 

A Case Study: The Hopi Language To under-
stand this hypothesis, we look at some examples given 
by Whorf. Whorf compared the grammar of English with 
that of the Native American Hopi language, spoken in the 
southwestern part of the United States. He found that 
the verb forms indicating tense differ in these two lan-
guages. English contains past, present, and future verb 
forms; the Hopi language does not. In English, we can 
say, “I came home,” “I am coming home,” or “I will come 
home.” The Hopi do not have the verb corresponding to 
the use of  come (Whorf 1956). From this type of exam-
ple, Whorf inferred that Hopi and English speakers think 
about time in fundamentally different ways. 

English speakers conceptualize time in a measurable, 
linear form, speaking of a length of time or a point in 
time. We say that time is short, long, or great. We can 
save time, squander it, or spend it. To the Hopi, in con-
trast, time is connected to the cycles of nature. Because 
they were farmers, their lives revolved around the differ-
ent seasons for planting and harvesting. The Hopi, Whorf 
argued, saw time not as a motion in space (that is, as 
time passing) but as a “getting later” of everything that 
has ever been done. Whorf concluded that the Hopi did 
not share the Western emphasis on history, calendars, 
and clocks. From evidence such as this, Sapir and Whorf 
developed their hypothesis that the specific aspects of a 
language provide a grid, or structure that influences how 
humans categorize space, time, and other aspects of real-
ity into a worldview. The Sapir–Whorf hypothesis is thus 

Two young boys using sign language with one 
another. The studies of sign language have been 
important in understanding the nature of human 
linguistic capacities for humans. 
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an example of  linguistic relativism because it maintains 
that the world is experienced differently among different 
language communities. 

Universals of Time Expression Linguistic 
anthropologist Ekkehart Malotki (1983) investigated the 
Sapir–Whorf hypothesis by reexamining the Hopi lan-
guage. His research, based on many interviews with Hopi 
speakers, showed that, in fact, the Hopi calculate time in 
units very similar to those used by native English speak-
ers. He concluded that Whorf had exaggerated the extent 
to which specific linguistic features influence a people’s 
perceptions of time and demonstrated that the Hopi do 
make linguistic distinctions between the past and the 
present based on tense form. In the Hopi language, tense 
is distinguished between future and nonfuture instead of 
between past and future. 

Anthropologist Hoyt Alverson (1994) investigated 
four different unrelated languages to determine how time 
is conceptualized. Alverson studied the metaphors and 
symbolic usages of time in the Mandarin language of 
China, the Hindi language of India, the Sesotho language 
of Africa, and English. He looked at 150 different lin-
guistic usages of time from native speakers and showed 
that there are basic metaphors that universally underlie 
the conceptualization of time in any language. However, 
in different languages, time may be conceptualized in 

one or more of five universal possibilities. For example, 
time is usually conceptualized as partible or divisible, or 
it can be expressed as being linear, circular, or oscillat-
ing or as being a causal force or a spatialized relation 
to the human body. This study, along with that of Ma-
lotki (1983), suggested that all humans share a common 
cognitive framework when conceptualizing time. These 
findings undoubtedly have implications for humanity’s 
biological heritage, a universal cognitive evolution, and a 
common identity as a species. 

Weak Linguistic Relativity 
Although these studies appear to have refuted the Sapir–
Whorf hypothesis, most linguistic anthropologists agree 
that a relationship exists between language and thought. 
Rather than asserting that language determines thought, 
they maintain that language influences the speaker’s 
thinking and worldview. Some experts refer to this 
approach as a “weak” version of the linguistic relativity 
hypothesis.

Some contemporary researchers have looked for ways 
to reformulate the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis in the form of 
a more precise, testable hypothesis about the relationship
among language, thought, and behavior. For example, 
John Lucy (1992) compared speakers of English and Yu-
catec Mayan to see if their languages led them to perform 
differently on tasks involving remembering and sorting 
objects. As predicted from the grammar of the languages, 
English speakers appeared to attend more closely to 
the number and also to the shape of the objects, while 
Mayan speakers paid less attention to the number and 
more attention to the material from which the objects 
were made. 

It is also true that specific languages contain the 
vocabulary needed to cope in particular environments. 
The need for a specific vocabulary in a society does not 
necessarily mean that language determines our percep-
tion of reality. After all, when a need to express some un-
labeled phenomenon arises, speakers easily manufacture 
new words. English-speaking skiers, like Eskimos (Inuit), 
distinguish among several types of snow, speaking of 
powder, corn, and so on. 

Language may also influence social perception. For 
example, many women in English-speaking societies 
have long objected to the use of man, men, and man-
kind to refer to humanity and  he to refer to any person, 
male or female. The word “man” developed in Old Eng-
lish to refer to “a human being,” and there were several 
words for females, wif, and males wer or  carl (Bonvil-
lian 2008). “Man” was joined with these to designate 
genders, wifman and  werman or  carlman. Eventually 
wifman became “woman” and “man” referred to males. 
Contemporary experimental studies indicate that the use 
of the masculine terms such as man as in “Political Man,” 
“Economic Man,” or “Urban Man” reinforces the idea that 
humanity is male and women are outsiders, marginal, 

Hopi female child with traditional hairstyle. 
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and the “second sex” (Bonvillian 2008). Other gender-
biased language occurs when words such as  lady  and 
girl  are used in a demeaning manner to refer to women. 
In addition, the tradition of addressing females by the 
title  Mrs . or  Miss  reflects gender bias in English-speaking 
countries (Bonvillian 2008). 

 To help explain this presumed bias, another linguis-
tic anthropologist, M. J. Hardman-de-Bautista (1978), 
has formulated the notion of linguistic postulates, dis-
tinctions that are made obligatorily in language and that 
also reflect distinctions central to culture. For example, 
in English, biological sex is marked on the third-person 
singular pronouns ( she ,  he ). This distinction between fe-
male and male permeates English-speaking culture in 
important ways—for example, in how children are so-
cialized into appropriate behavior (“be a nice little girl,” 
“act like a lady,” “be a man,” etc.). In the Aymara lan-
guage of Peru and Bolivia, in contrast, the third-person 
pronoun is not marked for sex or number, so the Ay-
mara word  jupa  means “she/he/they.” For Aymara, the 
relevant contrast is human versus nonhuman, and  jupa  
cannot be used to refer to an animal, such as a dog or 
llama; instead, a different pronoun must be used. Ay-
mara children are taught not to behave like “nice girls” 
or “good boys,” but to behave “like human beings, not 
like animals.” Linguistic anthropologists who study Chi-
nese or the Bantu languages of Africa find that despite 

the gender inequalities that are associated with these 
societies, the languages do not distinguish sex or gen-
der in their pronoun usage. So, the features of specific 
languages do not always reflect the social conditions 
and values of a particular society. Linguistic anthropolo-
gists continue to investigate these issues of gender and 
language in different societies.   

  Historical Linguistics 
 Historical linguistics is the study of language change and 
the historical relationships among different languages in 
an effort to discover what kinds of changes occur 
in languages and why. Research on this subject began in 
the late eighteenth century when Sir William Jones, a 
British legal scholar, suggested that the linguistic simi-
larities of Sanskrit, an ancient Indian tongue, to ancient 
Greek, Latin, German, and English indicate that all these 
languages were descended from a common ancestral 
 language. It was discovered that all these languages are 
part of one family, the Indo-European family, and share 
certain words and grammar. For example, the English 
word  three  is  trayas  in Sanskrit,  tres  in Latin,  treis  in 
Greek, and  drei  in German (see  Table   5.1   ). The similar-
ity in Indo-European languages led some early anthro-
pologists to conclude that all current languages could be 
traced to a single language family. 

 Table 5.1   Comparative Word Chart of Indo-European Languages  

  English    Sanskrit    Latin    Greek    German    Old English  

  To bear    Bhar    Ferre    Fero    Gebären    Beran  

  Father    Pitar    Pater    Patir    Vater    Fæder  

  Mother    Matar    Mater    Mitir    Mutter    Modor  

  Brother    Bhratar    Frater    Frater    Bruder    Brodor  

  Three    Trayas    Tres    Treis    Drei    Brie  

  Hundred    Sata    Centum    Ekaton    Hundert    Hund  

  Night    Nisitha    Noctis    Nikta    Nacht    Niht  

  Red    Rudhira    Ruber    Erithros    Rot    Read  

  Foot    Pada    Pedis    Podos    Fuss    Fot  

  Fish    Piska    Piscis    Ikhthis    Fisch    Fisc  

  Goose    Hamsa    Anser    Khin    Gans    Gos  

  What    Kwo    Quod    Ti    Was    Hwæt  

  Where    Kva    Quo    Pou    Wo    Hwær  

    Source:  Table from  The Way of Language: An Introduction  by Fred West. Copyright ©1975. Reproduced by 
permission of Heinle & Heinle, a division of Thomson Learning. Fax 800-730-2215.   
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The Family-Tree Model 
Modern historical linguists agree that they probably can 
never reconstruct the original language, but they still 
may be able to reach far back into history to reconstruct 
an early protolanguage, a parent language for many 
ancient and modern languages. Many linguists hold the 
view that all languages change in a regular, recognizable 
way and that similarities among languages are due to a 
historical relationship among these languages. In other 
words, the languages of people living in adjacent areas 
of the world would tend to share similar phonologi-
cal, syntactical, and semantic features. For example, the 
Romance languages of French, Spanish, Portuguese, Ital-
ian, and Romanian developed from Latin because of the 
historical relationship with one another through the influ-
ence of the Roman Empire. This view is known as the 
family-tree theory of language change (see Figure 5.2).

Most recently, historical linguists have been working 
with archaeologists to reconstruct the Proto-Indo-European 
language. They have found that the Indo-European lan-
guages did spread within distinctive regions for certain 
societies. British archaeologist Colin Renfrew (1989) 
hypothesizes that the spread of the Indo-European lan-
guages was linked to the spread of a particular technology 
and material culture. He suggests that the Indo-European 
languages spread throughout Europe from an original 
homeland in Anatolia, today part of Turkey, as early cul-
tures adopted intensive agriculture. Similarly, English is 
currently promoted throughout the world as the language 

of television, computers, and other features of Western 
technology.

Assessing Language Change 
To reconstruct a family tree of languages, the linguist 
compares the phonological characteristics (sounds) and 
morphological characteristics (words) of different lan-
guages. Linguistic anthropologist Morris Swadesh (1964) 
developed a systematic method of assessing histori-
cal language change. His goal was to date the separa-
tion of languages from one another using a statistical 
technique known as glottochronology (from the Greek 
glotta, meaning “tongue,” and chronos, meaning “time”). 
Swadesh reasoned that the vocabulary of a language 
would remain stable at some times, but would change 
rapidly at others. Words for plants, animals, or technol-
ogy would change quickly if the speakers migrated or 
came into contact with other groups. Swadesh thought, 
however, that a  core vocabulary (pronouns and words 
for numbers or for the body, earth, wood, and stone) 
would remain immune to cultural change. He thought 
that if we could measure the rate of retention of this core 
vocabulary, then we could measure the separation of one 
language from another. 

By comparing core vocabularies from different lan-
guages, linguists found that on the average 19 percent 
of this core vocabulary would change in a language in 
approximately 1,000 years. In other words, about 81 per-
cent of the core vocabulary would be retained. From this 

Figure 5.2 This family-tree model shows the relationships among the various Indo-European languages. 
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formula, linguistic anthropologists have reconstructed 
languages and produced “family trees” of languages from 
around the world. 

Through the study of language change, linguistic 
anthropologists have put to rest the idea that all current 
languages in the world can be traced to a single language 
family. Language change has been swift in some circum-
stances and gradual in others. Multiple borrowings, or 
the spread of vocabulary and grammar throughout the 
world, have affected most languages. Linguistic research-
ers Sarah Thomason and Terrence Kaufman emphasize 
that many of the world’s languages, including Russian, 
French, and English, have undergone radical change 
through language mixing. In their book (1988), Thoma-
son and Kaufman claim that in the same way that many 
creole languages have emerged (discussed earlier in the 
chapter), other languages have developed through inten-
sive culture contact. Instead of language developing from 
one source, there apparently are different centers and 
regions of language change. 

Sociolinguistics
Linguistic anthropologists have researched the use of lan-
guage in different social contexts, a field known as  socio-
linguistics. The sociolinguist takes the speech community 
as the framework for understanding the variation of 
speech in different social contexts. In general, linguistic 
anthropologists refer to this as the study of pragmatics,
the rules for using language within a particular speech 
community.

The speech community is a social unit within which 
speakers share various ways of speaking. For example, in 
American society, certain patterns of English syntax and 
pronunciation are acceptable in specific contexts (Ameri-
can Standard English), whereas others are considered 
unacceptable. An American child may sometimes learn 
nonstandard words in the family environment, and if 
the family considers them cute, the child may continue 
to use them. Eventually, however, the child moves out 
of the family into the larger speech community, encoun-
tering speech habits that differ from those of the home. If 
the child uses those words in school or with others, he or 
she will be reprimanded or laughed at. 

Through a process of enculturation and socialization 
into the speech community, the child learns the language 
used in a variety of social contexts. Language plays a 
prominent role in the process of enculturation. American 
children learn the regional pronunciation and grammati-
cal usages within their speech community. 

Dialectal Differences 
in Spoken Language 
A speech community may consist of subgroups that share 
specific linguistic usages within a larger common lan-
guage family. If the linguistic usages of these subgroups 

are different but mutually intelligible, their language vari-
ations are called dialects. Dialects are linguistic differ-
ences in pronunciation, vocabulary, or syntax that may 
differ within a single language. For example, dialectal dif-
ferences in American Standard English exist in the North-
east, Midwest, South, and Southwest of the United States. 
In the southern United States, one might hear such gram-
matical constructions as “It wan’t [or weren’t] me” and 
such pronunciations as Miz for  Mrs. and the frequent loss 
of r except before vowels:  foah for  four, heah for  hear,
and sulfuh for sulfur (West 1975). 

Certain dialects of English are looked on as more 
prestigious than others, reflecting educational, class, eth-
nic, race, and regional differences. When viewing lan-
guage as a global phenomenon, however, all languages 
are dialects that have emerged in different locales and 
regions of the world. In actuality, the English language 
is not one standard language but consists of many differ-
ent dialects. To say that British English is more “correct” 
than American Standard English simply because England 
is the homeland of English does not make sense to a lin-
guist. The forms of English spoken in England, Australia, 
Canada, the United States, India, South Africa, and the 
West Indies have distinctive differences in pronunciation 
and vocabulary. The same generalization can be applied 
to many languages and dialects (Pinker 1994). 

Some linguists studying speech communities in the 
United States have concluded that specific regional dia-
lects are gradually disappearing. As people move from 
one region to another for jobs and education and as tele-
vision and movies influence speech patterns, Americans 
are beginning to sound more alike. Many of the same 
processes are influencing different dialects and languages 
the world over (Pinker 1994). 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE)
A number of linguists have been doing research on 
African American Vernacular English (AAVE), a distinc-
tive dialect of American English spoken by some Afri-
can Americans. Popularly, the term  Ebonics is sometimes 
used for AAVE. Ebonics is derived from the words  ebony
and phonics, meaning “black sounds” (Rickford 1997, 
1998). AAVE is also known as Black English Vernacular 
(BEV), Black English (BE), and African American Eng-
lish (AAE). The majority of African Americans do not 
speak AAVE or Ebonics; however, it is commonly spo-
ken among working-class African Americans and, in par-
ticular, among adolescent African Americans. Linguistic 
anthropologists have suggested that Ebonics may have 
emerged as a creole language under the conditions of 
slavery in the United States. As slaves from Africa, cap-
tured from different areas and speaking an enormous 
variety of languages, were placed together on planta-
tions in the American South, they developed a pidgin 
language to communicate. From this pidgin, the chil-
dren may have created a systematic syntax and grammar, 
as they were at the critical stage of language learning. 
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Just as Jamaican and Haitian Creole emerged in the 
Caribbean under the conditions of slavery, a variety of 
creole languages may have evolved in the United States. 
One form of an early creole still exists among African 
Americans on the Sea Islands off the coast of South Caro-
lina and Georgia. This creole is known as Gullah and it is 
spoken by about 300,000 people. Gullah has some gram-
matical characteristics that are similar to West African lan-
guages; today it has been influenced strongly by standard 
English and southern regional dialects (Bonvillian 2008). 
Other forms of creole speech may have been introduced 
by the large numbers of slaves coming from Jamaica or 
Barbados into the American South, or they could have 
emerged within early communities of slaves within the 
United States. Ebonics may very well be a product of this 
early creolization. 

Linguist John Rickford (1997, 1998) notes that Ebon-
ics or the contemporary dialect AAVE is not just the use 
of slang. There are some slang terms in AAVE, such as 
chillin (“relaxing”) and  homey (“close friend”), but there 
is a systematic grammar and pronunciation within the 
language. Sentences within AAVE have standard usages, 
such as He runnin (“He is running”),  He be running
(“He is usually running”), and He bin runnin (“He has 
been running for a long time and still is”). Other rules, 
such as dropping consonants at the end of words such 
as tes(t) and han(d), are evident in Ebonics. Rickford 
emphasizes that AAVE is not just a lazy form of English; 
AAVE is no more lazy English than Italian is a lazy form 
of Latin. These are different dialects within a language, 
just as Scottish is a dialect of English, with systematically 
ordered grammar and pronunciation usages. 

A controversy regarding Ebonics or AAVE devel-
oped in Oakland, California, when the school board 
announced that it was going to recognize AAVE as a 
separate language. The school board was committed to 
teaching American Standard English to the African-American 
students. However, because of the prejudices and misun-
derstandings regarding AAVE as “a lazy form of English,” 
the Oakland school board set off a controversy all over the 
United States. Linguistic anthropologist Ronald Kephart 
has commented on this Ebonics controversy based on 
his extensive research on the creoles in the Caribbean 
(Monaghan, Hinton, and Kephart 1997). Kephart studied 
creole English on the islands of Carriacou and Grenada. 
He did research on young students who were reading in 
the creole language as well as learning standard forms of 
English. The children who read in the creole language 
were able to learn the standard forms of English more 
readily, and they enjoyed the process. Kephart sug-
gests that the recognition of AAVE by the school board 
in Oakland would help children learn American Stan-
dard English. These children would appreciate the fact 
that the language they brought with them into the school 
was to be respected as another form of English, and they 
would develop more positive attitudes about themselves 
and not be treated as “illiterate” or “lazy” children. This 

would help promote more effective learning strategies 
and enable these students to master American Standard 
English in a more humane manner. 

The use of AAVE by some African Americans also 
indicates what is referred to by linguistic anthropologists 
as “code-switching behavior.” Some African Americans 
use AAVE deliberately as a means of establishing rapport 
and solidarity with other African Americans. They may 
switch to American Standard English in conversations 
with non-African Americans, but move back to AAVE de-
pending on the interactional context. This code-switching 
has been documented by linguistic anthropologists in 
multiple studies (Bonvillian 2008). 

Honorifi cs in Language 
Sociolinguists have found that a number of languages 
contain honorific forms that determine the grammar, 
syntax, and word usage. Honorific forms of language 
are used to express differences in social levels among 
speakers and are common in societies that maintain so-
cial inequality and hierarchy. Honorific forms can apply 
to the interaction between males and females, kin and 
nonkin, and higher- and lower-status individuals. For 
example, in many of the Pacific island societies such as 
Hawaii, a completely separate honorific vocabulary was 
used when addressing a person who was part of the 
royal family. People of lower rank were not allowed to 
use these forms of language among themselves. 

In the Thai language, a number of different types 
of honorific pronouns are used in various social con-
texts. Factors such as age, social rank, gender, education, 
officialdom, and royal title influence which pronouns are 
used. For example, the first-person pronoun  I for a male 
is phom, a polite form of address between equals. The 
pronoun for I shifts to  kraphom if a male is addressing a 
higher-ranking government official or a Buddhist monk. 
It shifts to klaawkramom when a male is addressing the 
prince of the royal family. All together, there are thirteen 
different forms of the pronoun  I. Similar differences  exist
for the other pronouns in Thai to express deference, po-
liteness, and respect (Palakornkul 1972; Scupin 1988). 

In the Japanese and Korean languages, honorific 
forms require speakers to distinguish among several differ-
ent verb forms and address terms that indicate deference, 
politeness, or everyday speech. Different speech levels re-
flect age, gender, social position, and out-groupness (the 
degree to which a person is considered outside a par-
ticular social group) (Martin 1964; Sorensen 2006). Spe-
cifically, the Japanese distinguish between tatemae and 
honne in all of their linguistic expressions:  Tatemae is a 
very polite form of expression used with strangers;  honne
is the expression of “real” feelings and can be used only 
with close friends and family. The Japanese use “respect 
markers” with nouns, verbs, and other modifiers to dem-
onstrate deference, politeness, and also gender status 
differences (Bonvillian 2008). 
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Greeting Behaviors 
The exchange of greetings is the most ordinary, every-
day use of language and gesture found universally. Yet, 
sociolinguistic studies indicate that these routine greet-
ing behaviors are considerably complex and produce dif-
ferent meanings in various social and cultural contexts. 
In many contexts, English speakers in the United States 
greet one another with the word Hi or  Hello. (The word 
hello originated from the English phrase  healthy be thou.)
Members of U.S. society also greet one another with 
questions such as “How are you?” or “How’s it going?” 
or “What do you know?” or the somewhat popular, but 
fading “Whassup?” In most contexts, these questions are 
not considered serious questions, and these exchanges of 
greetings are accompanied by a wave or a nod, a smile, 
or other gesture of recognition. They are familiar phrases 
that are used as exchanges in greetings. These greetings 
require little thought and seem almost mechanical. 

Among Muslim populations around the world, the 
typical greeting between two males is the shaking of 
hands accompanied by the Arab utterance As-salam ale-
kum, “May the peace of [Allah] be with you.” This is the 
phrase used by Muslims even in non-Arabic-speaking 
societies. The Qur’an, the sacred religious text of Mus-
lims, has an explicit requirement regarding this mode of 
greeting for the male Muslim community (Caton 1986). 
A similar greeting of Scholem aleicham, “May peace be 
with you,” is found among the Jewish populace through-
out the world. In some Southeast Asian societies such 
as Vietnam, the typical greeting translates into English as 
“Have you eaten rice?” 

All these greetings express a concern for another 
person’s well-being. Although the English and Vietnam-
ese greetings appear to be concerned with the physical 
condition of the person, whereas the Arab and Jewish 
phrases have a more spiritual connotation, they all essen-
tially serve the same social purpose: They enable humans 
to interact in harmonious ways. 

Yet, there is a great deal more social information con-
tained in these brief greeting exchanges than appears on 
the surface. For example, an English-speaking person in the 
United States can usually identify the different types of 
social contexts for the following greeting exchanges: 

1. “Hi, Mr. Thomas!” 
“Hello, Johnny. How are you?” 

2. “Good morning, Monica.” 
“Good morning, sir.” 

3. “Sarah! How are you? You look great!” 
“Bill! It’s so good to see you!” 

4. “Good evening, Congressman.” 
“Hello there. Nice to see you.” 

In greeting 1, the speakers are a child and an adult; 
in 2, there is a difference in status, and the speakers 
may be an employer and employee; in 3, these speak-
ers are close acquaintances; in 4, the second speaker 
does not remember or know the other person very well 
(Hickerson 1980). 

The author of this text did a systematic sociolinguistic 
study of greeting behaviors found among different ethnic 
and religious groups in Thailand (Scupin 1988). Precise 
cultural norms determine the forms of greetings given to 
people of different status levels and ethnic groups. The tra-
ditional greeting of Thai Buddhists on meeting one another 
is expressed by each raising both hands, palm to palm, 
and lightly touching the body between the face and chest. 
Simultaneously, the person utters a polite verbal phrase. 
This salutation, known as the waaj (pronounced “why”), 
varies in different social contexts. The person who is infe-
rior in social status (determined by age and social class) 
initiates the waaj, and the higher the hands are raised, the 
greater the deference and politeness expressed. For exam-
ple, a young child will waaj a superior by placing the fin-
gertips above the eyebrows, whereas a superior returning 

A Thai woman greeting a Buddhist monk. 
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a waaj will raise the fingertips only to the chest. A superior 
seldom performs a  waaj when greeting someone of an 
inferior status. Other ethnic and religious groups such as 
the Muslims in Thailand use the waaj in formal interac-
tions with Thai Buddhists, but among themselves, they use 
the traditional Muslim greeting described previously. 

Another form of Thai greeting found among Bud-
dhists includes the kraab, which involves kneeling down 
and bowing to the floor in conjunction with the waaj in 
expressing respect to a superior political or religious of-
ficial. The kraab is used to greet a high-ranking member 
of the royal family, a Buddhist monk, a respected official, 
and, traditionally, one’s parents (Anuman-Rajadhon 1961; 
Scupin 1988). These deferential forms of greeting are 
found in other societies that maintain social hierarchies 
based on royal authority or political or religious principles. 

Although greeting behaviors differ from one society 
to another, anthropologists find that all peoples through-
out the world have a means to greet one another to 
establish a basis for social interaction and demonstrate 
their concern for one another’s welfare. 

Nonverbal Communication 
In interacting with other people, we use nonverbal cues, 
as well as speech. As with language, nonverbal commu-
nication varies in human populations, in contrast to the 
nonverbal communication of nonhuman animals. Dogs, 
cats, and other animals have no difficulty communicating 
with one another in nonverbal ways. Human nonverbal 
communication, however, is extremely varied. It is often 
said that humans are the only creatures who can misun-
derstand one another. 

Kinesics
Some anthropological linguists study gestures and other 
forms of body language. The study of  kinesics is con-
cerned with body motion and gestures used in nonverbal 

communication. Researchers estimate that humans use 
more than 250,000 facial expressions. Many of these 
expressions have different meanings in different cir-
cumstances. For example, the smile indicates pleasure, 
happiness, or friendliness in all parts of the world. Yet 
in certain contexts, a smile may signify an insult (Bird-
whistle 1970). Thus, the movement of the head, eyes, 
eyebrows, and hands or the posture of the body may be 
associated with specific symbolic meanings that are cul-
turally defined. 

Many types of nonverbal communication differ from 
society to society. Americans point to things with their 
fingers, whereas other peoples point with only their eyes, 
their chin, or their head. Shaking our head up and down 
means “yes” and from side to side means “no,” but in 
parts of India, Greece, and Turkey, the opposite is true. 
An “A–OK” sign in the United States or England means 
“you are all right,” but it means “you are worth zero” in 
France or Belgium, and it is a very vulgar sign in Greece 
and Turkey (Ekman, Friesen, and Bear 1984). Pointing to 
your head means “he or she is smart” in the United States, 
whereas it means “stupid” in Europe. The “V” sign of 
the 1960s meant “peace”; in contrast, in World War II 
England, it meant “victory”; in Greece, it is an insult. Ob-
viously, humans can easily misunderstand each other 
because of the specific cultural meanings of nonverbal 
gestures.

Despite all these differences, however, research has 
revealed certain universal features associated with some 
facial expressions. For example, research by psycholo-
gist Paul Ekman and his colleagues suggests that there 
are some basic uniformities regarding certain facial ex-
pressions. Peoples from various societies recognize facial 
expressions indicating emotional states such as happi-
ness, grief, disgust, fear, surprise, and anger. Ekman stud-
ied peoples recently contacted by Western society, such 
as the Fore people of Papua New Guinea (Ekman 1973). 
When shown photos of facial expressions, the Fore had 

Ethiopian Jewish males greeting each other. In 
many societies, males often greet each other 
with a kiss on the cheek. 
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no difficulty determining the basic emotions that were 
being expressed. This research overlaps the psychologi-
cal anthropology studies of emotions discussed in the 
previous chapter. Ekman has concluded that some uni-
versal emotional expressions are evident in certain facial 
displays of humans throughout the world. 

Proxemics 
Another nonverbal aspect of communication involves 
the use of space. Proxemics is the study of how people 
in different societies perceive and use space. Studies by 
Edward T. Hall (1981), the pioneering anthropologist in 
this area, indicate that no universal rules apply to the use 

of space. In American society, people maintain a different 
amount of “personal space” in different situations: We com-
municate with intimate acquaintances at a range of about 
eighteen inches; however, with nonintimates, our space 
expands according to how well we know the person. In 
some other societies, people communicate at very close 
distances irrespective of the relationship among them. 

Nonverbal communication is an important aspect of 
social interaction. Obvious gestural movements, such as 
bowing in Japan and shaking hands in the United States, 
may have a deep symbolic significance in certain con-
texts. The study of nonverbal communication will enrich 
our understanding of human behavior and might even 
improve communication among different societies. 

Some human facial expressions are based on 
universally recognized emotions. 

Summary 
Language is a vital component of human cultural knowl-
edge. It is the most important means of expressing 
and transmitting symbols and culture from one person 
to another. Language is the major means of communi-
cation for humans. A great deal of laboratory and field 
research is shedding light on how the closest related spe-
cies to humans, the apes, can learn sophisticated sign 
communication.

Linguists have focused on some specific criteria that 
distinguish human languages from animal communication. 

All human languages have certain features such as pro-
ductivity, displacement, arbitrariness, and the ability to 
combine sounds that set them apart from animal com-
munication systems. 

Linguistic anthropologists study the structure of lan-
guage by studying sound patterns (phonology), the mean-
ing of words (morphology), and how these meaningful 
units are put together in phrases and sentences (syntax). 
They also focus on the meaning (semantics) of different 
terms used to classify reality. Although there are many 
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differences in how people in various societies use terms to 
describe kinship relations and physical phenomena, cog-
nitive anthropologists have found some universals, such 
as the way people classify relatives. This suggests that hu-
mans have common biological capacities that determine 
how they perceive certain aspects of reality. 

Linguistic anthropologists are interested in how lan-
guage is acquired as an aspect of the enculturation pro-
cess. The behaviorist model suggests that language is 
learned through positive and negative conditioning. In 
contrast, linguist Noam Chomsky suggests that all humans 
use an innate, or genetically encoded, capability for learn-
ing complicated syntax and grammar. Chomsky’s model 
has led to research on languages such as creole languages. 

Another topic explored in linguistic anthropology is 
the relationship among language, thought, and culture. 
An early hypothesis, known as the Sapir–Whorf hypoth-
esis, suggested that specific features of language act as a 
filter for the classification and perception of reality. This 
is known as linguistic relativism. 

In reexamining the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, anthro-
pologists have concluded that the hypothesis exaggerates 
the extent to which language determines the perception 

of time, space, and other aspects of reality. Most modern 
anthropologists do not accept as extreme a form of linguis-
tic relativism as is proposed by Sapir and Whorf’s students. 

Historical linguistics is the study of how languages are 
related to one another and how they have diverged from 
one another. Linguistic anthropologists have examined the 
historical relationships among languages. This research 
has helped understand the process of language change. 

Sociolinguistics focuses on the relationship between 
language and society. It examines social interactions and 
the ways in which people use certain linguistic expressions 
that reflect the dialect patterns of their speech community. 
Researchers have found that many languages have nuances 
in linguistic usage such as greeting patterns or speech dif-
ferences that vary according to age, gender, and status. 

The study of nonverbal communication is also a 
rich field for linguistic anthropology. Although much 
nonverbal communication varies around the world, 
some forms can be understood universally. Anthropolo-
gists focus on the use of body language (kinesics) and 
the use of space (proxemics) to understand better how 
people supplement their spoken-language skills with 
nonverbal communication. 

Questions to Think About 
 1.  Suppose you are studying chimp communication. 

What limitations will you have in teaching the chimps 
a human language? 

 2.  Give some examples of unique human linguistic 
abilities.

 3.  Provide some examples of phonemes, morphemes, 
syntax, and semantic aspects of language. 

 4.  Do you agree with Skinner’s or Chomsky’s view of 
language learning? Why? 

 5.  Can you think of any ways in which language influ-
ences culture, or vice versa? 

 6.  What types of body language or gestures are univer-
sally understood? 
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Chapter Questions 

� What are the basic differences between the 
nineteenth-century and twentieth-century theoretical 
approaches in anthropology? 

� What are the basic strengths and weaknesses of the 
various theories in anthropology? 

In the poem, each of the blind men steps forward 
to examine the elephant. One feels the tusk and says 
the elephant is like a spear. Another grabs the trunk and 
likens the elephant to a snake. The poet concludes: 

And so these men of Indostan 
Disputed loud and long, 

Each in his own opinion 
 Exceeding stiff and strong, 

Though each was partly in the right 
 And all were in the wrong! 

Thus, each of the blind men was mistaking his own 
limited understanding of the part of the elephant for the 
fuller reality of the whole. In this chapter on anthropo-
logical explanation, we need to keep this fable in mind. 
Anthropologists in every age have been attempting to un-
derstand humanity as a whole, but in reality, they had 
only partial understandings. Yet, each of these types of 
explanations has provided some limited perspectives 
on human behavior and culture. And, eventually, the 
knowledge accumulated from these partial perspectives 
has been probed and evaluated by anthropologists to of-
fer a far more comprehensive picture of humanity in the 
twenty-first century than what we had in earlier centuries. 

Another thing we need to keep in mind in this chapter
is that anthropology consists of both the scientific and the 
humanistic orientations. In  Chapter 1, we discussed the 
scientific method and its application to anthropology. In 
that discussion, we noted how anthropologists collect and 
classify data and then develop and test hypotheses. In the 
physical sciences, scientists use hypotheses to formulate 
theories from which they make predictions about natural 
phenomena. Chemists can rely on precise mathematical 

I
n his conclusion to an excellent book entitled Culture, 
Self, and Meaning (2000), anthropologist Victor de 
Munck writes about how anthropology needs to en-
gage itself in an interdisciplinary effort to understand 

human behavior and culture. He refers to the ancient 
Hindu-Buddhist story regarding the blind men and the 
elephant. This story was popularized by the nineteenth-
century poet John Godfrey Saxe in 1900 and begins: 

It was six men of Indostan 
To learning much inclined 

Who went to see the Elephant 
 (Though all of them were blind), 

That each by observation 
 Might satisfy his mind. 

The First approached the Elephant, 
 And happening to fall 

Against his broad and sturdy side, 
 At once began to bawl: 

“God bless me! but the Elephant 
 Is very like a wall!” 

Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

This photo of a Japanese wood-
block print illustrates the story of 
the “Blind Men and the Elephant.” 
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laws to help them deduce and predict what will happen 
when two chemical elements interact with one another. 
Physicists can predict from laws of gravity and motion 
what will happen when a spherical object is dropped 
from a building at a certain speed. These types of predic-
tions allow engineers to produce aircraft that use certain 
fuels and withstand certain physical pressures, enabling 
them to fly long distances. 

Although anthropology relies on the scientific 
method, its major objective is to provide explanations 
of human society and behavior. Human behavior is 
extremely complicated. The product of many different, 
interacting variables, it can seldom, if ever, be predicted. 
Anthropologists cannot predict the outcome of interac-
tions between two individuals or among small groups, 
let alone among large groups at the societal level. Conse-
quently, anthropology as a discipline does not have any 
specific theories and laws that can be used to predict hu-
man action or thought. For the most part, anthropologists 
restrict their efforts to testing hypotheses and improving 
their explanations of human society and behavior. 

We need to remember that anthropology also 
employs methods in the humanities to interpret human 
endeavors in religion, art, folklore, oral and written 
poetry, and other complex symbolic activities. This chap-
ter will examine both the scientific and the humanistic 
attempts to comprehend the differences and similarities 
of human behavior and cultures. 

Nineteenth-Century Evolutionism 
Although many philosophers and historians in Western 
society, including Aristotle and Herodotus in Greek so-
ciety and later Europeans such as John Locke, Immanuel
Kant, and Johann Gottfried Herder, reflected on the con-
cept of culture, it was nineteenth-century anthropolo-
gists who began to investigate the concept of “culture” 
as used today. Modern anthropology emerged from 
the intellectual atmosphere of the Enlightenment, an 
eighteenth-century philosophical movement that stressed 
social progress based on human reason, and Darwin’s 
theory of evolution. The first professional anthropologist—
that is, an individual appointed to an academic position 
in anthropology—was a nineteenth-century British scholar, 
Edward B. Tylor. In 1871, Tylor published a major work 
titled Primitive Culture. At that time, Great Britain was in-
volved in imperialistic expansion all over the world. Tylor 
thus had access to descriptions of non-Western societies 
through his contacts with travelers, explorers, missionaries, 
traders, and government officials. He combined these de-
scriptions with nineteenth-century philosophy and Charles 
Darwin’s ideas to develop a theory of societal evolution. 

Unilineal Evolution: Tylor 
The major question addressed by early anthropologists 
was: Why are societies at similar or different levels of 

evolution and development? Many people ask the same 
kinds of questions today. Tylor tried to answer that ques-
tion through an explanation known as unilineal evolu-
tion. Unilineal evolution is the view that societies 
evolve in a single direction toward complexity, progress, 
and civilization. Tylor’s basic argument was that because 
all humans are bestowed with innate rational faculties, 
they are continuously improving their societies. Through 
this process of evolution, societies move toward “prog-
ress” and “civilization.” 

In arriving at this conclusion, Tylor used accounts 
from Western observers to compare certain cultural ele-
ments from different societies, including technology, 
family, economy, political organization, art, religion, and 
philosophy. He then organized this evidence into catego-
ries or stages, ranging from what he termed “savagery” 
to “barbarism” to “civilization” (see Figure 6.1). Theorists 
like Tylor assumed that hunter-gatherers and other non- 
Western societies were living at a lower level of existence 
than were the “civilized” societies of Europe. This was an 
ethnocentric view of societal development based on the be-
lief that Western society is the center of the civilized world 
and that non-Western societies are inherently inferior. 

Tylor and other nineteenth-century thinkers also 
claimed that “primitives” would eventually evolve through 
the stages of barbarism to become civilized like British 
gentlemen and ladies. However, Tylor believed that these 
societies would need some assistance from the civilized 
world to reach this stage. 

Edward B. Tylor. 
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Unilineal Evolution: Morgan 
Another nineteenth-century anthropologist who devel-
oped a unilineal scheme of evolution was an American, 
Lewis Henry Morgan (1818–1881). Morgan was a lawyer 
and banker who became fascinated with Native American
Indian societies. He gathered information on the cus-
toms, language, and other aspects of the culture of the 
Iroquois-speaking peoples of upstate New York. Eventu-
ally, under the auspices of the Smithsonian Institution, 
he distributed questionnaires to missionaries and travel-
ers to collect information about many other non-Western 
societies.

Morgan and Kinship Theories Morgan was par-
ticularly interested in kinship terms used in different parts 
of the world. He observed that the Iroquois kinship terms 
were very different from those of English, Roman, Greek, 
and other European societies. He also noticed that these 
kinship terms were similar to those of the Ojibwa Indians, 
a group living in the midwestern United States. This led 
him to explore the relationship between the Iroquois and 
other peoples. Using the aforementioned questionnaires, 

he requested specific information on kinship terms from 
people all over the world. 

From these data, Morgan began to conceive of the 
evolution of the family in a worldwide sense. He specu-
lated that humans originally lived in “primitive hordes,” 
in which sexual behavior was not regulated and individuals 
did not know who their fathers were. He based this as-
sumption on the discovery that certain peoples, such as 
Hawaiians, use one general term to classify their father 
and all male relatives in their father’s generation (see 
Chapter 5). He postulated that brother-sister marriage 
then developed, followed by group marriage, and even-
tually by a matriarchal family structure in which women 
held economic and political power. Morgan believed that 
the final stage of the evolution of the family began when 
males took control of the economy and politics, institut-
ing a patriarchal system. 

In addition to exploring the evolution of the family, 
Morgan, like Tylor, surveyed technological, economic, 
political, and religious conditions throughout the world. 
He compiled this evidence in his book Ancient Society
([1877] 1964), which presented his overall scheme of 
the evolution of society. Paralleling Tylor’s views, Mor-
gan believed in a hierarchy of evolutionary development 
from “savagery” to “civilization.” 

According to Morgan, one crucial distinction between 
civilized society and earlier societies is private property. 

Ely Parker, Iroquois Indian and informant to Lewis Morgan. 

Figure 6.1 Edward Tylor’s view of unilineal evolution. 
Source: Modifi ed from Sidky, H.,  Perspectives on Culture: A Critical Introduction 
to Theory in Cultural Anthropology, p. 47, 2004. Reprinted with permission from 
Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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He described the “savage” societies as “communistic,” 
in contrast to “civilized” societies, whose institutions are 
based on private property. 

Unilineal Evolution: A Critique 
Although these nineteenth-century thinkers shared the 
view that humanity was progressing through various 
stages of development, their views were ethnocentric, 
contradictory, and speculative and their evidence second-
hand, based on the accounts of biased Europeans. The 
unilineal scheme of evolution was much too simplistic to 
account for the development of different societies. 

In general, the unilineal evolutionists relied on 
nineteenth-century racist views of human development 
and misunderstandings of biological evolution to explain 
societal differences. For example, both Morgan and  Tylor 
believed that people in various societies have different 
levels of intelligence. They believed that the people in 
what they determined to be “savage societies” have less 
intelligence than those in “civilized societies.” As will be 
discussed in Chapter 16, this view of different levels of 
intelligence among different groups is no longer accepted 
by the scientific community or modern anthropologists. 
Nevertheless, despite their inadequate theories and spec-
ulations regarding the evolution of society, these early 
anthropologists provided the first systematic methods for 
thinking about and explaining the similarities and diversity 
of human societies. Like the blind men and the elephant, 
these anthropologists had only a limited perception and 
understanding of human behavior and culture. 

Diffusionism 
Another school of thought that used the comparative 
method to explain why different societies are at different 
levels of development is diffusionism.  Diffusionism,
which developed in the early part of the twen-
t ie th century,  maintains t h a t  s o c i e t a l 
change occurs when soci- eties borrow
cultural traits from one a n o t h e r . 
Cultural knowledge 

regarding technology, economic ideas, religious views, 
or art forms spreads, or diffuses, from one society to 
another. There were two major schools of diffusionism: 
the British version associated with G. Elliot Smith and 
William J. Perry and the German version associated with 
Father Wilhelm Schmidt. 

British Diffusionism 
The British school of diffusionism derived its theory from 
research on ancient Egypt. Smith and Perry were special-
ists in Egyptian culture and had carried out research in 
Egyptology for a number of years. From this experience, 
they concluded that all aspects of civilizations, from tech-
nology to religion, originated in Egypt and diffused to 
other cultural areas. To explain the fact that some cultures 
no longer had cultural traits from Egypt, they resorted to 
an ethnocentric view, maintaining that some cultures had 
simply become “degenerate.” That is, in contrast to the 
civilized world, the less-developed peoples had simply 
forgotten the original ideas borrowed from Egypt. 

German Diffusionism 
The German school of diffusionism differed somewhat 
from that of the British school. Schmidt and his follow-
ers argued that several early centers of civilization had 
existed and that from these early centers cultural traits dif-
fused outward in circles to other regions and peoples. In 
German, this view is referred to as the  Kulturkreise (culture 
circles) school of thought. In explaining why some primi-
tive societies did not have the characteristics of civilization, 
the German school, like that of the British diffusionists, 
argued that these peoples had simply degenerated. Thus, 
diffusionist views, like the unilineal evolutionary views, 
represent ethnocentric perspectives of human societies 
outside the mainstream of Western civilization. 

The Limitations and Strengths 
of Diffusionism 
Early diffusionist views were based on erroneous as-
sumptions regarding humankind’s innovative capacities. 
Like the unilineal theorists, diffusionists maintained racist 
assumptions about the inherent inferiority of different 

non-Western peoples. They assumed that some peo-
ple were not sufficiently innovative to develop 

their own cultural traits. 
Another limitation of the diffusionist 

approach is its assumption that 
cultural traits in the same geo-
graphical vicinity will inevita-
bly spread from one society to 

The Great Giza pyramid of Egypt. 
Some early anthropologists believed 
that all civilizations stemmed from 
ancient Egypt. 
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another. Anthropologists find that diffusion is not an in-
evitable process. Societies can adjoin one another with-
out exchanging cultural traits. For example, as we saw 
in Chapter 3, generations of Amish people in the United 
States have deliberately maintained their traditional ways 
despite being part of a nation in which modern technol-
ogy is predominant. 

However, diffusionism as a means of understand-
ing societal development does have some validity. For 
example, diffusionism helps explain the emergence of 
the classical civilizations of Egypt, Greece, Phoenicia, 
and Rome. These peoples maintained continuous contact 
through trade and travel, borrowing many cultural traits 
from one another, such as writing systems. Thus, these 
anthropologists, again like the blind men and the ele-
phant, had some partial explanations to offer on human 
behavior and society. 

Historical Particularism 
An early twentieth-century movement that developed 
in response to the unilineal evolutionary theory was 
led by the U.S. anthropologist Franz Boas. This move-
ment proposed an alternative answer to why societal 
similarities and differences exist. Boas was educated in 
Germany as a natural scientist. Eventually, he conducted 
fieldwork among the Eskimo (Inuit) in northern Canada 
and a Native American tribe known as the Kwakiutl or 
Kwakwakawa’waka who lived on the northwest coast. 
He later solidified his position as the nation’s foremost 
leader in anthropology at Columbia University in New 
York, where he trained many pioneers in the field until 
his retirement in 1937. Boas had a tremendous impact 
on the development of anthropology in the United States 
and internationally. 

Boas versus the Unilineal Evolutionists 
Boas became a vigorous opponent of the unilineal evo-
lutionists. He criticized their attempts to propose stages 
of evolution through which all societies pass. He also 
criticized their use of the comparative method and the 
haphazard manner in which they organized the data to 
fit their theories of evolutionary stages. He maintained 
that these nineteenth-century schemes of evolution were 
based on insufficient empirical evidence. Boas called for 
an end to “armchair anthropology,” in which scholars 
took data from travelers, traders, and missionaries and 
plugged them into a speculative model of evolution. He 
proposed that all anthropologists do rigorous, scientifi-
cally based fieldwork to collect basic ethnographic data. 

Boas’s fieldwork experience and his intellectual 
training in Germany led him to conclude that each 
society has its own unique historical development. This 
theory, known as historical particularism, maintains 
that each society must be understood as a product of its 
own history. This view led Boas to adopt the notion of 
cultural relativism,  the belief that each society should be 

understood in terms of its own cultural practices and val-
ues (see Chapter 3). One aspect of this view is that no 
society evolved to a level higher or lower than that of an-
other. Thus, we cannot rank any particular society above 
another in terms of degree of savagery, barbarity, or civil-
ity. Boas called for an end to the use of these derogatory 
ethnocentric terms. 

The Boasian view became the dominant theoretical 
trend in anthropology during the first half of the twenti-
eth century. Anthropologists began to do rigorous ethno-
graphic fieldwork in different societies to gather sound 
empirical evidence. Boas instituted the participant ob-
servation method as a basic research strategy of ethno-
graphic fieldwork (see Chapter 7). This strategy enabled 
ethnographers to gather valid empirical data to explain 
human behavior. Boas also encouraged his students to 
develop their linguistic skills so that they could learn the 
languages of the peoples they studied. 

Boas worked in all four subfields of anthropology: 
physical anthropology, archaeology, ethnology, and 
linguistics. Some of his most important work involved 
taking precise assessments of the physical characteristics, 
including brain size and cranial capacity, of people in dif-
ferent societies. Boas was one of the first scientists in the 
United States to demonstrate that the brain size and cranial 
capacity of modern humans are not linked directly to intel-
ligence. His research indicated that brain size and cranial 
capacity differ widely within all races. Boas’s findings chal-
lenged the racist assumptions put forward by the unilineal 
evolutionists. They also repudiated the type of racism that 

Franz Boas. 
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characterized black-white relations in the United States, as 
well as Nazi theories of racial superiority. 

A direct outgrowth of the Boasian approach was the 
emergence of  culture-and-personality theory in American 
anthropology. Boas trained two particularly noteworthy 
students, Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead, pioneering 
anthropologists whose research was described in Chapter 4.
The anthropological school represented by Benedict and 
Mead led to the development of more careful research 
regarding personality and culture. The methods used 
in this field have been refined and tested by many an-
thropologists. As a result, we now have a better under-
standing of enculturation and personality formation in 
human societies. Boas’s efforts set the stage for a sound 
scientific approach in anthropology that led to definite 
progress in our comprehension of race and other issues 
in explaining human behavior and culture. Additionally, 
Boas pioneered the study of art, religion, folklore, mu-
sic, dance, and oral literature, providing the humanistic 
aspect of the anthropological enterprise. 

The contribution for anthropology of Boas and His-
torical Particularism was the recognition and importance of 
culture on the conscious and unconscious mind for indi-
viduals within specific regions of the world. Boas and his 
students emphasized the significance of cultural differences 
among peoples and criticized the earlier racialistic explana-
tions for behavior and culture. The weakness of this Histor-
ical Particularism approach is that it tended to eschew any 
cross-cultural explanations for human behavior. Currently, 
most anthropologists agree that cross-cultural regularities 
and universals and cultural variations do exist for humanity. 

Functionalism
At approximately the same time that Boas and his 
U.S. students were questioning the claims of the unilin-
eal evolutionists, British anthropologists were develop-
ing their own criticisms through the school of thought 
known as functionalism. Functionalism is the view that 

society consists of institutions that serve vital purposes 
for people. Instead of focusing on the origins and evolu-
tion of society, as the unilineal theorists did, the British 
functionalists explored the relationships among different 
institutions and how these institutions function to serve 
the society or the individual. The question of whether 
these institutions serve the interests of the society at 
large or the interests of the individual person divided the 
school of functionalism into two camps, each associated 
with a prominent figure in British anthropology. These 
two figures were A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and Bronislaw 
Malinowski.

Structural Functionalism: 
Radcliffe-Brown 
The type of functionalism associated with Radcliffe-
Brown is sometimes referred to as structural functional-
ism. Radcliffe-Brown had done research in Africa and on 
the Andaman Islands in southeastern Asia. He focused 
on the structure of society as reflected in the differing 
institutions that function to perpetuate the survival of 
society. He argued that a society’s economic, social, po-
litical, and religious institutions serve to integrate the 
society as a whole. For example, he studied the social 
institutions that function to enhance group solidarity in 
small-scale societies. In some of his studies, he empha-
sized how males had to marry outside their particular 
group into another group. Once the male marries, he 
establishes an important relationship with his wife’s 
kin. Because he is an outsider, he has to show extreme 
respect to his new in-laws so that he does not produce 
hostility. The male may also establish a “joking relation-
ship” with them, whereby hostility is reduced by play-
ful teasing. Radcliffe-Brown suggested that all norms for 
specific behaviors and obligations among different peo-
ple in kinship relationships promote order and stability. 
Thus, to Radcliffe-Brown, these social institutions serve 
society’s needs. 

Bronislaw Malinowski in the Trobriand Islands. 
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Psychological Functionalism: 
Malinowski
Malinowski’s functionalism differed from that of Radcliffe-
Brown in that it focused on how society functions to serve 
the individual’s interests or needs. This view is known 
as psychological functionalism. Malinowski did his major 
ethnographic study in the Trobriand Islands off the coast 
of Papua New Guinea. He tried to demonstrate how indi-
viduals use cultural norms to satisfy certain needs. 

Malinowski’s analysis of magic among the Trobriand 
Islanders illustrates his psychological functionalism. He 
observed that when the islanders went fishing in en-
closed lagoons where fishing was reliable and safe, they 
depended on their technical knowledge and skill alone. 
When they went fishing on the open sea, however, which 
was more dangerous and highly unpredictable, they em-
ployed extensive magical beliefs and techniques. Thus, 
Malinowski argued that the use of magic arises in situ-
ations in which humans have no control over circum-
stances, such as weather conditions. Magical techniques 
are used to reduce internal anxieties and tensions for 
these individuals. In addition to magic, the Trobrianders 
have an elaborate system of beliefs concerning death, the 
afterlife, sickness, and health. These beliefs aid in serving 
the needs of individuals as they adapt to the circumstances 
and exigencies of life. In other words, the individual has 
needs, both physiological and psychological, and cultural 
institutions, customs, and traditions exist to satisfy them. 

The Limitations of Functionalism 
Like the other early developments in anthropology, 
functionalism has its theoretical weaknesses. It fails to 
explain why societies are different or similar. Why do 
some societies have different types of institutions such 
as the extended family when similar ones such as the 
nuclear family might be able to fill the same function? 
This weakness arose from the tendency of functionalists 
to ignore historical processes. They were not concerned 
with the historical development of differing institutions, 
but rather focused exclusively on how these institutions 
serve society and the individual. They could not explain, 
for example, why British society experienced rapid tech-
nological change, whereas other societies did not, when 
all of these societies had similar needs. 

Functionalists were also unable to explain social and 
cultural change very well because they tended to view 
societies as static and unchanging. They could not ex-
plain why, if all institutions perform a particular function, 
these institutions would need to change. 

Functionalism as a school of thought has influenced a 
great deal of research in anthropology. By focusing on the 
detailed, specific functions of institutions within existing 
societies, it encouraged the collection of valuable ethno-
graphic data. As with Boas in U.S. anthropology, Radcliffe-
Brown and Malinowski moved their field beyond the 
speculative theories of the “armchair anthropologists.” 

Twentieth-Century Evolutionism 
After World War II, some anthropologists renewed their 
interest in evolutionary explanations of societal and 
cultural phenomena. Up until that time, most anthropolo-
gists had devoted themselves to criticizing the unilineal 
evolutionists. But some anthropologists, led by Leslie 
White of the University of Michigan, suggested a new 
twentieth-century perspective on the evolution of society, 
which is sometimes referred to as neoevolutionism.

White treated societies, or sociocultural systems, as 
entities that evolved in relation to the amount of energy 
captured and used by each member of society. This en-
ergy is directed toward the production of resources for 
their survival. In White’s words, “Culture evolves as the 
amount of energy harnessed per capita per year is in-
creased, or as the efficiency of the instrumental means 
of putting the energy to work is increased” ([1949] 1971, 
368). In other words, the degree of societal development 
is measured by the amount of energy harnessed by these 
sociocultural systems. The greater energy resources avail-
able, the more highly evolved the sociocultural system. 

White’s hypothesis of cultural evolution explained the 
differences in levels of societal development by examin-
ing differences in technology and energy production. 
For example, he hypothesized that small-scale hunting-
and-gathering societies had not developed complex 
sociocultural systems because they depended primarily 
on human energy for production. Because of a limited en-
ergy source for producing resources, their societies were 
simple, meager, and undeveloped. But following the ag-
ricultural revolution and the capture of energy through 
the domestication of plants and animals, sociocultural 
systems changed dramatically. The agricultural revolution 
represented an efficient use of human energy in harness-
ing new energy reserves, such as using draft animals to 
pull plows. In turn, these technological changes led to 
the emergence of cities, complex states, powerful politi-
cal and religious elites, and new ideologies. 

According to White, tracing the modern industrial 
age, as fossil-fuel technology developed, new forms of 
energy such as coal, oil, and natural gas were used, and 
sociocultural changes accelerated. Up until the Industrial 
Revolution, the changes in agricultural societies had been 
gradual, taking several thousand years. In contrast, the 
Industrial Revolution has taken less than five hundred 
years to produce widespread global transformations. 
Because White focused on sociocultural change on the 
global level, rather than in particular societies, his ap-
proach has been called general evolution.

Steward and Cultural Ecology 
At about the same period of time, anthropologist Julian 
Steward turned his attention to the evolution of soci-
ety. Steward was instrumental in establishing the field 
of cultural ecology. Also called ecological anthropology,
cultural ecology stresses the interrelationship among 
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the natural conditions in the environment—rainfall, tem-
perature, soils—and technology, social organization, and 
attitudes within a particular sociocultural system. Steward 
focused on how specific sociocultural systems adapt to 
environmental conditions. 

Steward’s cultural-ecology framework divides socio-
cultural systems into two different spheres: the culture 
core and secondary features. The  culture core consists 
of those elements most closely related to subsistence: 
the environment, technology, and economic arrange-
ments. The other characteristics, such as social organiza-
tion, politics, and religion, constitute secondary features
of society. Because Steward investigated the detailed 
characteristics of different environments, his approach is 
referred to as specific evolution, as opposed to White’s 
general evolution. One of his most illustrative case stud-
ies involved the Shoshone Indians of the Great Basin of 
the western United States. 

A Case Study: The Shoshone The Shoshone 
were hunter-gatherer groups whose society revolved 
around gathering seeds, pine nuts, roots, and berries and 
hunting rabbits and antelopes. Steward discovered that 
these subsistence activities had definite effects on the orga-
nization of Shoshone kinship groups. Like all hunter-gath-
erer societies, the Shoshone were nomadic, moving from 
one location to another based on the availability of food. 
The Shoshone lived in a hot and dry desert environment 
that supported meager supplies of plants and animals. 
These people were forced to live in small, elementary fam-
ily units and travel frequently in search of food. For a few 
months in the winter, however, they could live in larger 
social groups among interrelated family units because of 
the supply of pine nuts in the mountains. Thus, the envi-
ronment and the availability of resources had a definite in-
fluence on the form of social organization during different 
seasons for these hunter-gatherer societies. 

Through cases like this, Steward demonstrated how 
environmental influences (part of the culture core) affect 
the cultural developments in a sociocultural system. 
Steward used this approach to examine the agricultural 
civilizations of South America, Mesoamerica, the Near 
East, and the Far East. He found remarkable parallels 
in the evolution of these different civilizations. They all 
had irrigation systems, specialized occupations, central-
ized governments, and formalized state religions.  Steward
emphasized that many of these parallels were the result 
of similar environmental conditions, such as river val-
leys and alluvial plains that offered opportunities for the 
emergence of agricultural civilizations. 

The Strengths of Neoevolutionism 
The twentieth-century evolutionists differed from the 
nineteenth-century evolutionists in several ways. First, 
they did not assume a unilineal direction of society 
through formalized stages such as savagery, barbarism, 
and civilization. In later chapters, we will demonstrate 

how different forms of societies developed in relation-
ship to variant geographical, prehistoric, and historical 
circumstances, a contribution that the neoevolutionists 
made to our current understandings. Second, they were 
not ethnocentrically biased or racist when it came to un-
derstanding why different societies are at various levels 
of development. They abandoned crude terms such as 
“savagery” and explored environment, technology, and 
energy resources in assessing levels of sociocultural de-
velopment. Third, they did not assume that sociocultural 
evolution toward complexity (or “civilization”) is always 
equated with “progress,” as did the nineteenth-century 
theorists. The neoevolutionists held that some aspects of 
small-scale societies are, in fact, better than those of com-
plex societies. For example, in some respects, family and 
social relationships tend to be more stable in small-scale 
societies than in large, complex societies. 

Cultural ecology has become an extremely sophisti-
cated area of research. It has been influenced by devel-
opments in biological ecology and theories derived from 
mathematics, computer modeling, and related sciences. 
Cultural ecologists do careful research on energy expendi-
tures, use of resources, exchanges of nutrients, and popu-
lation, as well as on the interrelations among these factors 
and with cultural values. As we shall see in later chapters, 
the research findings of ecological anthropology help to ex-
plain some basic sociocultural similarities and differences. 

Criticisms of Cultural Ecology 
A number of anthropologists have criticized the cultural-
ecology approach for a variety of reasons. Early critics 
claimed that in emphasizing the role of the environment, 
cultural ecologists do not take into account historical or 
political factors (Geertz 1963a; Friedman 1974; Keesing 
1981; Hefner 1983). Thus, for example, cultural ecologists 
can explain how Shoshone culture represents an adap-
tation to a desert environment, but they cannot explain 
how or why the Shoshone came to reside in an environ-
ment with scarce resources. An explanation of this kind 
would require detailed historical research examining 
local and global political factors. 

Another criticism is that cultural ecology reduces 
human behavior to simple adaptations to the external 
environment. Because of the emphasis on adaptation, 
cultural ecologists tend to view every cultural element 
as the best of all possible solutions to the problems of 
subsistence and energy requirements. In fact, many 
sociocultural adaptations may involve compromises at 
the time that turn out later to be maladaptations. 

For example, a number of early cultural ecologists 
have used their models to explain the development of 
warfare in different societies. Some hypothesize that war-
fare is associated with land ownership, population size, 
and resource shortages (Vayda 1961; Sweet 1965;  Meggitt
1977). As populations expand in areas with scarce re-
sources, societies resort to warfare to secure additional 
resources and thereby restore stability to the sociocultural 
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system. Critics suggest that this explanation ignores vari-
ous historical, political, and cultural factors that contrib-
ute to warfare, such as conflicting political or religious 
ideologies. Furthermore, they suggest that this is an 
extreme form of adaptationism. In most cases, warfare is 
definitely maladaptive. 

Cultural Materialism 
The late anthropologist Marvin Harris refined the neoevo-
lutionary approach of White and Steward as a perspective 
he called cultural materialism. Cultural materialism is a 
research strategy that focuses on technology, environment, 
and economic factors as key determinants in sociocultural 
evolution. Cultural materialists divide all sociocultural sys-
tems into infrastructure, structure, and superstructure. The 
infrastructure includes the technology and practices used 
for expanding or limiting the production of basic resources 
such as food, clothing, and shelter. The  structure consists 
of the domestic economy (family structure, domestic divi-
sion of labor, age and gender roles) and the political econ-
omy (political organization, class, castes, police, military). 
The superstructure includes philosophy, art, music, reli-
gion, ideas, literature, advertising, sports, games, science, 
and values (see Figure 6.2).

According to cultural-materialist theory, the infra-
structure largely determines the structure and super-
structure of sociocultural systems. As the infrastructure 
changes, the structure and superstructure may change ac-
cordingly. Technology, energy, and environmental factors 
are crucial to the development of all aspects of society. 
All societies must devise ways to obtain food and shel-
ter, and they must possess an adequate technology and 
energy to provide for the survival and continuity of the 
population. Although cultural materialists do not deny 
that superstructural and structural components of society 
may influence cultural evolution, they see infrastructural 
factors as being far more important. This theoretical per-
spective represents an extension of the foundations laid 
down by White and Steward. 

Criticisms of Cultural Materialism 
A variety of criticisms have been directed at Marvin Har-
ris’s theoretical paradigm of cultural materialism. One of 
the major criticisms is the same one directed at cultural 
ecology; that is, Harris focuses too exclusively on envi-
ronmental factors and ignores social, political, and reli-
gious values and beliefs. In addition, cultural materialism 
tends to emphasize the infrastructural mechanisms that 
strictly “determine” the structure and superstructure of 
the society. This results in a form of technological de-
terminism that is much too mechanistic in analyzing the 
social and cultural conditions within a society. As critics 
of technological determinists note, the level of techno-
logical development does not tell us anything about the 
complexity of religion, kinship, family and marriage sys-
tems, art, folklore, and so on. Finally, Harris’s paradigm 

underplays the importance of symbolism and language 
and the influence these factors have upon people’s be-
liefs and motivations. 

Harris replied to all of these criticisms in a number 
of texts (1979, 1988, 1999). He admitted that he does em-
phasize infrastructure as the major determinant of the di-
rection in which a society will evolve. However, Harris 
suggests that his critics neglect his attempt to demonstrate 
how structural and superstructural aspects of society play 
a role in influencing conditions for social and cultural 
evolution. He indicated that when he discusses infra-
structural determinism, he means this in a “probabilistic” 
sense. In other words, he eschews a strict or rigid form 
of determinism and suggests that a particular infrastruc-
ture will result in the probabilities or tendencies to pro-
duce certain forms of structure or superstructure within 
a society. Harris noted that ideas, beliefs, and values can 
also provide feedback mechanisms and generate change 
within society. 

Marxist Anthropology 
Another theoretical perspective in anthropology stems di-
rectly from the writings of Karl Marx (1818–1883). Though 
most of Marx’s writings focus on capitalist societies, he 
also produced a broad evolutionary scheme of societal 
development throughout the world. Basing some of his 
notions on Lewis Henry Morgan’s evolutionary thought, 
Marx theorized that society had evolved through various 
stages: the tribal, the Asiatic, the feudal, and, finally, the 
capitalist stage. Having advanced this far, according to 
Marx, these societies would then proceed to the socialist 
and communist stages. 

Marx’s approach is a form of materialism because 
it emphasizes how the systems of producing material 
goods shape all of society. Marx argued that the mode of 
production in material life determines the general charac-
ter of the social, political, and spiritual processes of life 
([1859] 1959). 

Unlike the functionalist anthropologists, who focused 
on the maintenance of order and stability in society, Marx 
believed that society is in a state of constant change as 
a result of class struggles and conflicts among groups 
within society. Writing at the time of early industrializa-
tion and capitalism in Europe, he viewed these develop-
ments as causes of exploitation, inequality in wealth and 
power, and class struggle. 

According to Marx, the industrial mode of production 
had divided society into classes: capitalists, those who 
own the means of production (the factories), and pro-
letariat (the workers), those who sell their labor to the 
owners as a commodity. The members of the capitalist 
class exploit the labor of workers to produce a surplus for 
their own profit. This exploitation leads to harsh working 
conditions and extremely low wages for the proletariat 
class. This social arrangement sets the stage for a class 
struggle between these opposing segments of society. 
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Figure 6.2 The model for cultural materialism. 
Source: Modifi ed from Sidky, H., Perspectives on Culture: A Critical Introduction to Theory in Cultural Anthropology , p. 362, 2004. Reprinted with 
permission from Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ. 

INFRASTR
U

C
T

U
R

A
L

D
E

TE
R

M
INISM

Mental Superstructure
Conscious and Unconscious Cognitive Goals, Categories,

Rules, Plans, Values, Philosophies, and Beliefs about Behavior

Behavioral Superstructure
Recreational, Sportive and Aesthetic Products

and Services, Art, Music, Dance, Literature, Rituals, Sports,
Games, Hobbies

Political Economy
Organization of Reproduction, Production, Exchange, and

Consumption within / between Bands, Villages, Chiefdoms, States / Empires;
Political Organization, Division of Labor, Taxation and Tribute, Political

Socialization, Enculturation and Education, Class, Castes, Urban and Rural
Hierachies, Discpline, Police and Military Control, and Warfare

Mode of Production

Mode of Reproduction

ECOLOGICAL PROCESSESS
& NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Technologies and Practices Used to Increase / Limit
Production of Food and Other Forms of Energy in a Given

Habitat through the Use of a Given Technology;
Subsistence Technology, Techno-Environmental
Relationships, Ecosystems, and Labor Patterns

Practices / Technologies Employed to Increase / Limit or
Maintain Human Population Size; Demography, Mating
Patterns, Fertility, Natality, Mortality, Nurturing Infants

Domestic Economy
Organization of Reproduction, Production, Exchange; Family

Structure, Domestic Division of Labor, Domestic Socialization,
Enculturation, and Education, Age and Sex Roles, Domestic Discipline,

Hierarchies and Sanctions

Functional Interplay
between Components

Functional Interplay
between Components

Functional Interplay
between Components

Culture Nature Interface

D
I
R
E
C
T
I
O
N

O
F

C
A
U
S
A
L
I
T
Y

Infrastructure

Structure

Superstructure



120 Chapter 6 �  Anthropological Explanations

Marx suggested that all the major social and cultural 
transformations since the Industrial Revolution could be 
seen as a result of this class conflict. 

Evaluation of Marxist Anthropology 
It must be emphasized that current neo-Marxist anthro-
pologists do not accept the unilineal model of evolution 
suggested by Marx. For example, most neo-Marxist an-
thropologists recognize that Marx’s prediction regard-
ing the evolution of the socialist and communist stages 
of society from the capitalist stage is wrong. Histori-
cally, socialist and communist revolutions occurred in 
the Soviet Union and China, which were by no means 
industrial-capitalist societies. The industrial societies that 
Marx had focused on, such as Great Britain and Germany, 
did not develop into what Marx conceived of as socialist 
or communist societies. 

Nevertheless, modern neo-Marxist anthropologists 
view as valid Marx’s analytical approach to understanding 
societal development and some of the inherent problems 
of capitalist society. His critical perspective on the institu-
tions of society, the modes of production, and the results 
of group conflict has inspired many fruitful hypotheses 
regarding social and cultural evolution and development. 
Unlike the functionalists, who assumed that society’s in-
stitutions were balancing conflicting interests, the Marxist 
anthropologists have demonstrated that conflict is an in-
herent aspect of human behavior and culture. In later 
chapters dealing with globalization issues, we will dis-
cuss some of neo-Marxist anthropological explanations. 

Symbolic Anthropology: 
A Humanistic Method of Inquiry 
Another theoretical orientation in anthropology is sym-
bolic anthropology, the study of culture through the 
interpretation of the meaning of the symbols, values, and 
beliefs of a society. This school of thought focuses on the 
symbolic rather than the material aspects of culture. Sym-
bolic anthropologists suggest that many cultural symbols 
cannot be readily reduced to the material conditions and 
adaptive mechanisms of a society, as proposed by cul-
tural materialists. Rather than viewing values, beliefs, and 
worldviews as a reflection only of environmental, tech-
nological, or economic conditions, symbolic anthropolo-
gists argue that these cultural symbols may be completely 
autonomous from material factors. 

From this standpoint, symbolic anthropologists argue 
that human behavior cannot be explained through the 
use of the scientific method. The goal of their research 
is instead to interpret the meaning of symbols within the 
worldviews of a particular society. For example, recall that 
in Chapter 3 we discussed the hairstyles of the Rastafarians 
in Jamaican society. We also discussed Mary Douglas’s in-
terpretation of the prohibition of different foods, includ-
ing pork, among the ancient Israelites. She focused on the 
symbolic classification of various foods as being “clean” or 
“pure” and “unclean” or “polluted.” The symbolic anthro-
pologist tries to discern how such symbols help people 
produce meaning for themselves. A particular hairstyle or 
the classification of different foods may become a sym-
bolic metaphor, communicating a message. 

The methodology of symbolic anthropology focuses 
on the collection of data—especially data reflecting the 
point of view of the members of the society studied—
on kinship, economy, ritual, myth, and values. Symbolic 
anthropologists describe this type of data collection as 
producing a thick description, the attempt to interpret the 
relationships among different symbols within a society. 
To do this, symbolic anthropologists must interpret the 
meanings of the symbolic concepts and metaphors from 
the point of view of the people in a specific society. The 
aim of symbolic anthropologists is to show how other 
peoples’ values, beliefs, and worldviews are meaningful 
and intelligible. 

Criticisms of Symbolic Anthropology 
A number of criticisms have been directed at sym-
bolic anthropology. One major charge is that symbolic 
anthropologists focus exclusively upon cultural symbols 
at the expense of other variables that may influence hu-
man thought and behavior. Symbolic anthropologists may 
therefore neglect the conditions and processes that lead 
to the making of culture (Roseberry 1982; Fox 1985). For 
example, economic power and political power may be 
important factors in the development of cultural values 
and norms. Dominant groups may be responsible for the 

An Indian farmer working in his fi elds. Marx believed that societies 
evolved through stages such as the Asiatic, in which the land was 
cultivated by peasant farmers. 
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emergence of cultural hegemony in a society. Critics em-
phasize that culture cannot be treated as an autonomous 
phenomenon separate from historical, political, and eco-
nomic processes and conditions that affect a society. 

Another criticism is that symbolic anthropology sub-
stitutes one form of determinism for another. Instead 
of emphasizing technological or economic variables, 
symbolic anthropologists stress the meaning of cultural 
symbols. Despite their rejection of scientific causal ex-
planations, they have been accused of reducing expla-
nations of society and human activity to the “meanings” 
of cultural symbols. Despite these criticisms, most 
anthropologists agree that symbolic anthropologists have 
contributed to our understanding of how humans 
have constructed their symbolic cultures. 

Materialism versus Culturalism 
One major division in anthropology is between those an-
thropologists who prefer materialist explanations of so-
ciety and those who prefer culturalist explanations. To 
some extent, this division reflects the differences  between
the scientific approach and the humanistic- interpretive 
perspective in anthropology (see Chapter 1). The scien-
tists and materialists focus on technological, environmen-
tal, biological, and economic factors to explain human 
behavior and society. This group—which includes cul-
tural materialists, some Marxist anthropologists, socio-
biologists, and evolutionary psychologists—views many 
aspects of culture as having a material purpose. Cultural-
ists, including the structuralists and some psychological 
anthropologists like Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead 
(discussed in Chapter 4), and the symbolic anthropolo-
gists focus on the symbolic aspect of culture. Their aim is 
to interpret the meaning of symbols in a society. To the 
culturalists, symbols and culture may not have a material 
purpose at all, but rather establish meaningfulness for the 
people in a society. 

Anthropologist Richard Barrett (1984) notes that the 
difference between the materialist and culturalist ap-
proaches is related to the nature of society and human 
existence itself. As Barrett emphasizes, every society must 
confront the problem of adjusting to the practical circum-
stances of life. People need food, shelter, clothing, and the 
necessary technology and energy for survival. This is the 
material component of culture; it is related to survival. But 
there is also the nonmaterial aspect of culture: norms, val-
ues, beliefs, ideologies, and symbols. These cultural norms 
and symbols have emotional significance. Symbols may 
not be related at all to the practical circumstances of life; 
instead, they may indicate some aesthetic or moral values 
that are not related to the material conditions of society. 

Thus, the distinction between the material and nonmate-
rial aspects of culture has led to different approaches to the 
analysis of human behavior and society. In later chapters, 
we learn how anthropologists have employed these ap-
proaches in explaining and interpreting human affairs. 

Feminist Anthropology 
One of the most important developments in anthropolog-
ical theory was the emergence of a feminist orientation. 
After the beginning of the twentieth century, a number 
of women pioneers such as Ruth Benedict, Margaret 
Mead, Elsie Crews Parsons, Eleanor Leacock, and Phyllis 
Kaberry began to have a definite impact on the field of 
anthropology. Margaret Mead popularized the findings 
of anthropology by writing a monthly article in Redbook
magazine, which circulated widely among women in the 
United States. As we shall see in Chapter 9, Mead was 
also the first to focus on gender roles within different so-
cieties and question a rigid biological determinist view of 
male and female roles. 

With the development of the feminist movement in 
U.S. society in the 1960s and 1970s (see Chapter 12), 
many women anthropologists initiated a feminist perspec-
tive. This feminist perspective challenged the tendency to 
concentrate on the male role and underestimate the po-
sition of women within different societies. Before the 
1970s, most anthropologists were male, and for the most 
part, women were neglected in ethnographic research. 
As more women became involved in anthropology, they 
questioned the traditional emphasis on the male position 
and the invisibility of women in ethnographies. These 
feminist anthropologists emphasized that gender roles 
had to be taken into account in ethnographic research 
(Mascia-Lees and Black 2000). They also challenged 
essentialist or stereotypical portrayals of women. As we 
shall see in later chapters, these feminist anthropologists 
have produced enormous insights regarding the role of 
women in societies throughout the world. 

Feminist anthropologists directed their criticisms 
at a variety of targets that had become prevalent in the 
discipline. For example, they questioned the underlying 
assumptions made by the sociobiologists regarding male 
and female behavioral tendencies. The feminist anthro-
pologists argued that the view of men as sexually promis-
cuous and females as sexually conservative and desiring 
monogamy as a reproductive strategy was an overgen-
eralization and essentialist stereotype. They critiqued 
the view that males and females were radically different 
based on biological traits such as hormonal differences. 
In addition, they directed their criticisms at the physical 
anthropologists who argued that females had become de-
pendent on males for food and other resources, whereas 
males were developing tools and other strategies for 
hunting purposes. They suggested that the female role 
in human evolution had been overlooked. And feminist 
anthropologists criticized ethnographic descriptions that 
presented the male as the more active, aggressive agent 
within the family and the female as passive and inactive 
in terms of her behavior. These type of descriptions ap-
peared in the ethnographies of the functionalists dur-
ing the 1930s and 1940s (Mascia-Lees and Black 2000). 
Thus, feminist anthropologists provided new insightful 
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hypotheses and created a more general awareness of 
gender and women’s issues within the discipline. 

One of the leading feminist anthropologists is Sherry 
Ortner, who wrote an important essay in 1974, “Is 
Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?” In this essay, 
Ortner tackled the view regarding what appeared to be 
the universal subordination of women throughout the 
world. She tried to answer the question of why women 
were perceived and treated as inferior, second-class citi-
zens in the vast majority of societies. In her analysis, 
Ortner drew on the structuralist approach in anthropol-
ogy. Recall that the view of the founder of structuralism, 
Claude Lévi-Strauss (see Chapter 4), was that the funda-
mental structural binary oppositions of the human mind 
were “nature” and “culture.” Within this structuralist for-
mat, Ortner argued that since women gave birth and cared 
for children, they were perceived as being “closer” to na-
ture. In contrast, men were involved in political affairs 
and other more symbolic activities and were perceived to 
be “closer” to the “creative aspect” of culture and, there-
fore, cognitively “superior.” According to Ortner, this 
nature/culture opposition of males and females had 
structural consequences for the social position of men 
and women within all societies. Women were regarded 
as inferior beings and were subjugated within societies 
all over the world. 

This essay was a landmark piece in early feminist an-
thropology. More recently, Ortner returned to this early 
essay, which had received a lot of critical attention from 
other women in anthropology. On the basis of this criti-
cal attention, she reexamined her original essay in “So, Is 
Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?” in her book Mak-
ing Gender: The Politics and Erotics of Culture (1996). In 
this essay, she grants that in some societies the appearance 

of male superiority and female inferiority is fragmentary 
and very difficult to determine. She also concurs with her 
critics that the structuralist explanation regarding the dis-
tinction between nature and culture that resulted in the 
universal subordination of women was not very useful. 
However, she does think that this nature/culture distinc-
tion is something that all of humanity faces. But in different 
societies and historical conditions, men and women may 
articulate and respond to these distinctions in enormously 
variant ways. In general, Ortner suggests that the univer-
sal or near-universal male dominance and subordination 
of women is caused by a complex interaction of functional 
arrangements in society, power dynamics, and also natural 
biological differences between males and females. Ortner 
has offered some insightful hypotheses for further research 
on gender and women’s issues in anthropology. 

Criticisms of Feminist Anthropology 
Although feminist anthropology has contributed sub-
stantially to the discipline in providing a critical aware-
ness for male anthropologists, some anthropologists 
argue that this perspective has become too extreme 
and exaggerated. For example, some feminist anthro-
pologists have put forth the view that biological fac-
tors have absolutely nothing to do with male and 
female differences (Collier and Yanagisako 1987). An 
enormous amount of data from various scientifically 
evaluated fields has demonstrated that both nature and 
nurture are important in shaping gender and male and fe-
male differences. Thus, the view that nature does not have 
anything to do with gender seems to be too extreme 
(Stone 2010). 

In addition, some feminist anthropologists have 
argued that all of the scientific hypotheses and most 
of science are based on a Western cultural framework 
and an androcentric (male-centered) perspective. 
Consequently, male anthropologists cannot do research 
on women in other societies because of their andro-
centric biases; only women can conduct research on 
women and gender issues. These views also appear to be 
extreme. At present, most male anthropologists have 
been attuned to the feminist critique of anthropology and 
have adjusted to a more sensitive understanding of gen-
der and women’s issues. Many male anthropologists to-
day consider themselves to be feminist anthropologists. 

Also, as we have emphasized in this book, scientifi-
cally based hypotheses are tested by many individuals 
in both Western and non-Western societies, and as more 
women come into the field of anthropology, they will be-
come actively involved in testing these hypotheses. Thus, 
science and scientific hypotheses are not just products of 
a Western cultural framework and an androcentric per-
spective. The scientific method used correctly and pre-
cisely will weed out any erroneous biases or data and 
will result in a more comprehensive and refined under-
standing of the social and cultural world. Sherry Ortner. 
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Postmodernism and Anthropology 
Although ethnographic fieldwork has long been a fun-
damental aspect of anthropology, one current school, 
postmodernism, is challenging basic ethnographic 
assumptions and methodologies. This group, known as 
postmodernist anthropologists, includes such figures 
as James Clifford, George Marcus, and Michael Fischer. 
The postmodernists suggest that traditional ethnographic 
research is based on a number of unsound assump-
tions. One such assumption is that the ethnographer is 
a detached, scientifically objective observer who is not 
influenced by the premises and biases of her or his own 
society. Clifford characterizes one of the models main-
tained by ethnographers such as Malinowski as that of 
the “scientific participant-observer” (1983). In his ethnog-
raphies, Malinowski eliminated any reference to himself 
and recorded data that were then written as the documen-
tation of an “objective scientist.” Malinowski produced his 
descriptions as if he did not have any involvement with 
the Trobriand people. It was as if he were some sort of 
computing machine without feelings, biases, or emotions, 
who was simply recording everything about native life. 

According to postmodernist critics, ethnogra-
phies such as those compiled by Malinowski were in-
tended as a type of scientific study in which the subjects 
behaved and the ethnographer simply recorded this 
behavior. From this standpoint, the postmodernists com-
plain that the ethnographers assume they have a thor-
oughly scientific and objective view of reality, whereas 
the native view is highly subjective, based on traditional 
worldviews and cosmologies. 

Postmodernists and Contemporary 
Research 
One of the basic reasons for the postmodernist cri-
tiques is that the situation for ethnographic studies has 
changed substantially. Until recently, most subjects of 
ethnographic studies were illiterate peoples adjusting 
to the impact of the West. But as more people through-
out the world become educated and familiar with the 
field of anthropology, Western ethnographers could no 
longer claim to be the sole authorities regarding anthro-
pological knowledge. Many people in Latin America, 
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia can, and do, speak and 
write about their own cultures (some have become an-
thropologists themselves), and they are disseminating 
knowledge about their own societies. The world is no 
longer dependent on Western anthropologists to gather 
ethnographic data. Indigenous people are beginning to 
represent themselves and their societies to the world. 

Postmodernists have recommended that ethnogra-
phers today adopt a different way of researching and 
writing. Instead of trying to distance themselves from 
their subjects, ethnographers should present themselves 
in dialogue with their subjects. Clifford (1983) argues that 

an ethnography should consist of many voices from the 
native population, rather than just those of the ethnogra-
pher and a few of his or her informants. 

Reaction to this postmodernist critique has varied 
within the discipline. On the one hand, some ethnogra-
phers have charged the postmodernists with character-
izing traditional ethnographic methodologies unjustly. 
Many ethnographers, they contend, were engaged in a 
form of dialogue with their informants and other mem-
bers of the societies being studied. On the other hand, 
the postmodernist debate has stirred many anthropolo-
gists to rethink their roles. Currently, more ethnographers 
are writing about their actual interactions and relation-
ships with the people they study. Ethnographers must 
take account of their own political position within the so-
ciety under investigation. This type of data and personal 
reflection is no longer pushed into the background, but 
instead is presented as a vital ingredient of the ethnogra-
phy. In the 1980s, a number of ethnographies appeared 
that reflected the postmodernist emphasis on interaction 
between ethnographers and their subjects. Some of these 
new ethnographies are based on the life histories of peo-
ple within the studied population. 

Following two periods of fieldwork among the 
!Kung San or Ju/’hoansi San, hunters and gatherers of 
the Kalahari Desert in southwestern Africa, the late 
Marjorie Shostak completed a life history, Nisa: The Life 
and Words of A !Kung Woman (1981). Shostak interviewed 
numerous !Kung women to gain a sense of their lives. She 
focused on the life history of Nisa, who discussed her fam-
ily, sex life, marriage, pregnancies, experiences with !Kung 
men, and reaction to growing older. Shostak cautioned 
that Nisa does not represent a “typical” !Kung or Ju/’hoansi 
San female because her life experiences are unique (as are 
the experiences of all individuals in any society). In ad-
dition, Shostak exercised extreme care in discussing with 
Nisa the material that would go into the book to ensure a 
faithful representation of Nisa’s life. 

If we look back over years of ethnographic research, 
we find many accounts in which anthropologists were 
scrupulous in their representation of people in other 
societies. To this extent, the postmodernist critics have ex-
aggerated the past mistakes of ethnographers. However, 
the postmodernists have alerted ethnographers to some 
unexamined assumptions concerning their work. Today, 
most anthropologists do not claim a completely “objec-
tive” viewpoint. Anthropologists generally want to main-
tain empathy with the people they study, yet they usually 
attempt some critical detachment as well. Otherwise, 
they could easily become merely the spokespersons for 
specific political interests and leaders in a community 
(Errington and Gewertz, 1987). 

Collaborative fieldwork, with teams of ethnographers 
and informants working together to understand a society, 
is most likely the future direction for ethnographic study. 
The image of a solitary ethnographer such as Malinowski
or Margaret Mead isolated on a Pacific Island is outmoded
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(Salzman 1989). Collaborative research will lead to more 
systematic data collection and will offer opportunities to 
examine hypotheses of both ethnographers and subjects 
from a variety of perspectives. 

Shifts in Anthropological 
Explanations
We began this chapter with the Hindu legend of the blind 
men and the elephant. The moral of that story was that 
we all have partial understandings of the world. As we 
have sketched a number of different anthropological 
explanations and critiques in this chapter, it is obvious 
that no one explanation provides a full understanding 
of human behavior and culture. In a recent essay assess-
ing anthropological theory, British anthropologist Roy F. 
Ellen proposes that explanation and interpretation must 
be what he terms “conjunctural” (2010). In other words, 
anthropological explanations provide a framework within 
which to pose both general and comparative questions 

about human diversity and origins, whether biological, 
social, cultural, or (indeed) biocultural or biosocial. In 
other words, anthropological explanations and interpre-
tations must be carefully structured into different levels 
incorporating biological and ecological factors, individual 
decision-making, and the historical, social and cultural 
factors that influence individuals. Ellen views anthropo-
logical theories as a pyramid with nested levels of expla-
nations with the most general types of questions at the 
top and more local-level cultural interpretations at the 
bottom. This theoretical framework enables anthropolo-
gists to produce more synthetic and holistic explanations 
of human behavior in the past and present. After more 
than a century of anthropological research, we do have an 
improved and more comprehensive understanding of cul-
ture, society, and the role of individual behavior than we 
did in the nineteenth century. Through constant critical 
evaluation, hypothesis testing, and refinement of explana-
tions and interpretations by anthropologists, we ought to 
know even more about these phenomena in the future. 

Summary 
The first professional anthropologists, notably E. B. Tylor 
and Lewis Henry Morgan, proposed a theory known as 
unilineal evolution to explain the differences and simi-
larities in societal evolution. The unilineal evolutionists 
maintained that societies evolve in one direction from a 
stage of savagery to one of civilization. These unilineal 
views of evolution were based on ethnocentric and racist 
views of the 19th century. 

In the early twentieth century, another theory pro-
posed diffusionism as the best explanation of the dif-
ferences and similarities among societies. The British 
diffusionists argued that all civilization emanated from 
Egypt, whereas the German diffusionists maintained 
that there were several original centers of civilization. 
Although modern anthropologists consider these early 
views as being of limited value, diffusionism remains im-
portant in anthropological thought. 

Another early twentieth-century theory, historical 
particularism, was developed in the United States from 
the ideas of Franz Boas. Boas criticized the unilineal view 
that societies could be ranked and compared with one 
another. Instead, he argued that each society is a unique 
product of its historical circumstances. 

At about the same time, functionalism developed 
in British anthropology. Anthropologists such as 
A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and Bronislaw Malinowski focused 
on cultural institutions as serving societal or individual 
needs. Although functionalist explanations proved lim-
ited in explaining such matters as cultural change, they 
did provide valuable ethnographic data. 

Following World War II, some anthropologists turned 
to new evolutionary theories. Anthropologists such as 
Leslie White and Julian Steward began to analyze how 
environment, technology, and energy requirements led 
to the evolution of societies. This neoevolutionism 
avoided the ethnocentric ideas of nineteenth-century uni-
lineal evolution. 

As an outgrowth of neoevolutionism, a school 
of thought known as cultural materialism developed 
through the writings of Marvin Harris. Harris system-
atized the analysis of sociocultural systems and main-
tained that the key determinant of sociocultural evolution 
is the infrastructure, including technology, environment, 
and material conditions. 

Another anthropological school of thought evolved 
from the writings of Karl Marx. In the 1970s, a number of 
anthropologists applied Marxist ideas about the mode 
of production to the analysis of preindustrial and indus-
trial societies. Marxist anthropologists introduced a global 
view of societal evolution. 

Symbolic anthropology focuses on the study of the 
cultural beliefs, worldviews, and ethos of a society. 
Symbolic anthropologists treat cultural traditions as texts 
that need to be interpreted by the ethnographer. Sym-
bolic anthropology represents a means of interpreting 
cultural traditions without reducing them to material 
conditions. 

Feminist anthropology emerged in the 1970s to chal-
lenge some of the explanations that males were produc-
ing about gender and women’s issues. These feminist 
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Questions to Think About 
1. Discuss the principal differences between nineteenth-

century models of unilineal evolution and twentieth-
century neoevolutionary theories. Who were the 
principal proponents of each? 

2. What are some of the weaknesses of the theory that 
there was only one source for the development of all 
civilizations?

3. Define historical particularism. Do you think that this 
approach can be used along with investigations of 
cultural evolution? Why or why not? 

4. Compare and contrast the perspectives of the neoevo-
lutionists, cultural ecologists, cultural materialists, and 
Marxists. Are these theoretical views similar in any 
way, or are they mutually exclusive and contradictory? 

5. What are some of the criticisms that have been lev-
eled against the cultural-ecology approach? Do you 

think these criticisms are valid? If so, how would 
you modify the cultural-ecology perspective to take 
into account the criticism? 

6. Discuss the principal effects that the writings of Karl 
Marx have had on anthropological theory. Do you 
think that Marxist anthropology is the same as com-
munist anthropology? Why or why not? 

7. Compare and contrast the perspective of the sym-
bolic anthropologists with the Marxists’ and cultural 
materialists’ perspectives. 

8. Discuss the approach of feminist anthropology. 
What has feminist anthropology contributed to eth-
nographic studies? 

9. What is postmodern anthropology, and how has it 
criticized traditional anthropology? 

cultural ecology 
cultural materialism 

diffusionism
functionalism

historical particularism 
postmodernism 

symbolic anthropology 
unilineal evolution 

Key Terms 

For further information about topics covered in this chap-
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anthropologists have made an enormous contribution to 
ethnographic studies by refocusing attention on gender 
and women’s issues. 

Postmodern anthropology developed as a critical 
program that suggested that traditional ethnographic 
research has a Western bias and was overly scientific. 
This postmodern program has produced a much more 
self-reflective type of ethnography that entails examining 

one’s own political position within an ethnographic 
context. 

Contemporary anthropologists draw from a multiple 
array of data from biology, psychology, history, and cul-
ture to develop their theoretical models. This enables 
anthropologists to produce much more interdisciplinary 
explanations about human similarities and differences 
throughout the world. 
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Chapter Questions 

� How do cultural anthropologists study society 
and culture? 

� What are the universals and variables that cultural 
anthropologists rely upon to do their fi eldwork? 

� What are the strengths and limitations of the cross-
cultural approach? 

societies. Various concepts and terms used by anthropol-
ogists to examine variables are also introduced. This will 
prepare you to evaluate the results of ethnographic find-
ings discussed in later chapters. 

Ethnographic Fieldwork 
In Chapter 1, we introduced the subfield of anthropology 
known as cultural anthropology. This subfield focuses 
on the ethnographic study of contemporary societies all 
over the world. To prepare for ethnographic fieldwork, 
the anthropologist must be well-grounded in the dif-
ferent theoretical perspectives of anthropology that are 
discussed within different chapters of this text. This back-
ground knowledge is especially important for developing 
a research design for the fieldwork. 

A research design is a strategy formulated to examine 
a particular topic and specifies the appropriate meth-
ods for gathering the richest possible data. The research 
design must take into account the types of data that will 
be collected and how those data relate to existing an-
thropological knowledge. In the research design, the 
cultural anthropologist has to specify what types of 
methods will be used for the investigation. Typically, 
the cultural anthropologist develops the research design, 
which is then reviewed by other anthropologists who 
recommend it for funding by various government or pri-
vate research foundations. 

Before going into the field for direct research, the 
cultural anthropologist analyzes available archival data,
including photos, films, missionary reports, business 
and government surveys, musical recordings, journalis-
tic accounts, diaries, court documents, medical records, 
birth, landholding documents, and death, marriage, and 
tax records. These data help place the communities to 
be studied in a broad context. Historical material in the 
archives helps the cultural anthropologist evaluate the use-
fulness of the observations and interviews he or she will 
document. Archival data can enrich the sources of in-
formation that fieldworkers obtain once they get to the 
field. They must also read the published anthropologi-
cal, historical, economic, sociological, and political sci-
ence literature on the geographic region toward which 
they are heading. 

Ethnographic Research and Strategies 
After receiving funding and obtaining the proper research 
clearances from the country in which the subjects of the 
research are located, the cultural anthropologist takes up 
residence in that society to explore its institutions and 
values. This is the basis of the  participant observation
method, which involves learning the language and cul-
ture of the group being studied and participating in its daily 
activities. Language skills are the most important asset that
a cultural anthropologist has in the field. Anthropolo-
gist Victor DeMunck views participant observation as a 
very powerful method and the “jewel on the crown of 

A
s we discussed in Chapter 3, at times anthro-
pologists use the term  sociocultural system as a 
combination of the terms  society and  culture in 
analyzing their data. We also saw that there are 

some basic cultural universals that are found in all societ-
ies (Brown 1991). This chapter provides insight on how 
anthropologists do research on the universal characteris-
tics of sociocultural systems. These universal features of 
sociocultural systems are usually analyzed by anthropolo-
gists as variables. Immediately, this terminology suggests 
that these universals can vary within different sociocul-
tural systems, and this is just what anthropologists have 
discovered in their research. Thus, there are basic univer-
sal similarities among all humans, and yet within different 
societies, these universal features can exhibit tremendous 
variations. In order to investigate universals and cultural 
variations, anthropologists must utilize both scientific and 
humanistic perspectives, as discussed in  Chapter 1. In 
accounting for patterns of relationships found within a 
sociocultural system, anthropologists use both scientific 
causal explanations and humanistic interpretations of cul-
tural beliefs. 

In this chapter, we examine the universal condi-
tions and variable features that are investigated by 
anthropologists, including environmental, demographic, 
technological, economic, social-organizational, political, 
and religious variables. Anthropologists use the holistic 
approach to analyze sociocultural systems, which means 
demonstrating how all of these universals and variables 
interact and influence one another. Although the term 
system is used, it is employed in a highly metaphorical 
manner. It does not suggest that sociocultural systems are 
somehow running “above,” like some computer system 
in human affairs. Humans are not just automatons being 
driven by some mechanical cultural system. Rather, hu-
mans as individuals are actively involved in managing, 
shaping, and modifying their culture from within these 
so-called systems. 

In later chapters, we examine different types of socio-
cultural systems to illustrate the interconnections of these 
variables. This chapter presents a broad overview of the 
basic universals and variables that anthropologists inves-
tigate when explaining the similarities and differences in 
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methodology within cultural anthropology (2009). It in-
volves collecting data within a specific cultural context 
and evaluating that data with rigorous techniques. 

Participant observation consists of making accurate 
descriptions of the physical locale and daily activities of 
the people in the society. This may involve creating maps 
or at least being able to read maps to place the society’s 
physical location in perspective. It may also involve 
more intensive investigation into soil conditions, rates of 
precipitation, surveys of crops and livestock, and other 
environmental factors. Participant observation also in-
volves the maintenance of accurate and reliable records 
of the cultural anthropologist’s direct observations of 
human social interaction and behavior. 

Some cultural anthropologists use what is called 
time-allocation analysis to record how much time the 
people in the society spend in various activities: work, 
leisure, recreation, religious ceremonies, and so on. For 
example, in a classic study Allen Johnson (1975) did a 
systematic time-allocation study of the Machiguenga Indi-
ans, who live in the Andes Mountains in Peru. He found 
that men worked 4.6 hours per day and women worked 
4.2 hours per day in the production and preparation of 
food. Women spent 2.1 hours and men spent 1.4 hours 
per day in craft production. Men were involved in trade 
and wage work, and women did housework and cared for 
children. The total amount of labor time allocated for this 
work was 7.6 hours for men and 7.4 hours for women. 
Johnson and other anthropologists sponsored a 10-year 
time-allocation studies program based at UCLA that even-
tually compared data from 14 different lowland Indian 
Amazonian societies (1987–1997). This project measured 
time allocation for males, females, and youth in these so-
cieties. These types of time-allocation studies can be use-
ful in assessing how different societies use their time in 
various activities. 

Key Informants Usually, the cultural anthropolo-
gist learns about the society through trusted  key infor-
mants, who give the cultural anthropologist insight into 
the culture’s patterns (Powdermaker 1966; Wax 1971; 
Agar 1980). These informants become the initial source 
of information and help the cultural anthropologist iden-
tify major sources of data. Long-term collaboration with 
key informants is an integral part of quality ethnographic 
research.

The cultural anthropologist tries to choose key infor-
mants who have a deep knowledge of the community. 
These informants are usually “native cultural anthropolo-
gists” who are interested in their own society. They may 
serve as tutors or guides, answering general questions or 
identifying topics that could be of interest to the cultural 
anthropologist. They often help the cultural anthropol-
ogist establish rapport with the people in the commu-
nity. In many situations, the people may not understand 
why the cultural anthropologist is interested in their so-
ciety. The key informant can help explain the cultural 
anthropologist’s role. In some cases, the key informant 
may become involved in interviewing other people in the 
community to assist the cultural anthropologist in collect-
ing data. The relationship between the key informant and 
the cultural anthropologist is a close personal and profes-
sional one that usually produces lifelong friendship and 
collaboration.

Interviews Cultural anthropologists use a number of 
unstructured interviews, which may involve open-ended 
conversations with informants, to gain insights into a 
culture. These unstructured interviews may include the 
collecting of life histories, narratives, myths, and tales. 
Through these interviews, the cultural anthropologist 
may also find out information on dispute settlements, 
legal transactions, political conflicts, and religious and 

Anthropologist Richard Lee interviewing the 
!Kung San (Ju/’hoansi). 
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public events. Unstructured interviewing sometimes in-
volves on-the-spot questioning of informants. 

The strength of this type of interviewing is that it 
gives informants tremendous freedom of expression in 
attempting to explain their culture (Bernard et al. 1986). 
The informant is not confined to answering a specific 
question that is designed by the cultural anthropolo-
gist. The informant may, for example, elaborate on con-
nections between certain beliefs and political power in 
the community. Fredrik Barth (1975, 2002) discovered 
through his informant among the Baktaman people of 
New Guinea that when young males go through their ini-
tiation ceremonies, they are introduced to the secret lore 
and sacred knowledge of the males who are in authority. 
Thus, cultural beliefs are transmitted along with political 
authority. Barth found that this secretive sacred knowl-
edge was often arcane and ambiguous. As these young 
Baktaman males went through each stage of the ritual, 
the knowledge became much more mysterious and am-
biguous. It appeared that the most important feature of 
the ritual was the reinforcement of elder authority and 
group bonding. Without his informant’s help, Barth might 
not have paid attention to this relationship between be-
lief and the transmission of authority. 

Following this unstructured interviewing, the cultural 
anthropologist focuses upon specific topics of interest 
related to the research project. In some cases, the cul-
tural anthropologist then begins to develop structured 
interviews. Structured interviews systematically ask the 
same questions of every individual in a given sample. 
The cultural anthropologist must phrase the questions in 
a meaningful and sensitive manner, a task that requires 
knowledge of both the language and the cultural lifestyle 
of the people being studied. 

By asking the same type of question of every individ-
ual in a given sample, the cultural anthropologist is able 
to obtain more accurate data. If the cultural anthropolo-
gist receives uniform answers to a particular question, 
then the data are more likely to be reliable. If a great deal 
of variation in responses is evident, then the data will be 
more unreliable or may indicate a complex issue with 
many facets. The structured interview helps assess the 
validity of the collected data. By asking people the same 
type of question, the cultural anthropologist attempts 
to gain more quality control over his or her findings 
(DeMunck 2009). This type of data quality control must 
be a constant aspect of the cultural anthropologist’s re-
search strategy. However, as we discussed in  Chapter 3,
contemporary anthropologists concur that there is al-
ways a great deal of variation in cultural beliefs, values, 
and norms in every society. Thus, one cannot offer a 
simplistic account of “a culture” in the same way that an-
thropologists did in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. 

To develop an effective questionnaire, the cultural 
anthropologist must collaborate with her or his infor-
mants (DeMunck 2009). This is tedious and difficult 
methodological work, but it is necessary if the cultural 

anthropologist is to understand the workings of the so-
ciety. If the society is large, the cultural anthropologist 
must distribute the questionnaire to a random sample of 
the society. A random sample is a representative sample 
of people of different ages, genders, economic and po-
litical statuses, and other characteristics within the soci-
ety. In a random sample, all the individuals in the society 
have an equal chance of being selected for the survey. If 
the cultural anthropologist draws information from only 
one sector of the population—for example, males or 
young people—the data may be biased. This shortcom-
ing would limit the ability of the cultural anthropologist 
to develop a well-rounded portrait of the society. 

Quantitative and Qualitative Data Through the 
structured interviews, the cultural anthropologist gathers 
basic quantitative data: census materials, dietary informa-
tion, income and household-composition data, and other 
data that can be expressed as numbers. This information 
can be used as a database for developing a description of 
the variations in economic, social, political, and other pat-
terns in the society. For example, dietary information can 
inform the cultural anthropologist about the basic health 
and nutritional problems that the society may have. Quan-
titative data provide background for the cultural anthro-
pologist’s direct and participant observations and further 
open-ended interviews with the individuals in the society. 
Sometimes, these objective quantitative data are referred to 
as an aspect of the etic perspective of the anthropologist. 
The etic perspective is the outsider’s objective, quantifi-
able data that are used to scientifically analyze the culture 
of a society. Etic is derived from the term  phonetics in lin-
guistics, which are the sounds of a language. 

Most of the data obtained through participant ob-
servation and interviewing are qualitative data, nonsta-
tistical information that tends to be the most important 
aspect of ethnographic research. Qualitative data include 
descriptions of social organization, political activities, reli-
gious beliefs, and so on. These qualitative data are often 
referred to as part of the emic perspective, the insider’s 
view of his or her own society and culture. The term  emic
is derived from the word phonemics in linguistics, which 
refers to the sound units of language that have “mean-
ing” for the speakers of the language (see Chapter 5). 
For example, as we discussed in Chapter 3, the religious 
beliefs of some societies have influenced their cultural 
preferences for various foods. Islamic and Jewish cul-
tural traditions prohibit the eating of pork, and orthodox 
Hindus encourage meatless vegetarian diets. The emic,
qualitative data gathered about a society help the cultural 
anthropologist understand the etic, quantitative data. Or-
dinarily, both the etic, quantitative and the emic, qualita-
tive data are integral to ethnographic research. Although 
there are considerable philosophical differences among 
anthropologists over the precise criteria on which emic 
knowledge and etic knowledge differ, most agree that the 
insider’s emic understandings and perceptions of his or 
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her culture differ from the outsider’s etic views to some 
degree. Cultural anthropologists strive to understand the 
culture from both the outsider’s and the insider’s per-
spectives in their ethnographic descriptions. 

Cultural anthropologists have a number of different 
methods for recording qualitative data. The best-known 
method is field notes, systematic recordings of observa-
tions or interviews in a field notebook. Cultural anthro-
pologists should have some training in how to take useful 
field notes and how to manage them for more effective 
coding and recording of data. An increasing number of 
cultural anthropologists now use the computer as a means 
of constructing databases to manage their field notes. They 
select appropriate categories for classifying the data. For 
example, a cultural anthropologist may set up specific cat-
egories for kinship terms, religious taboos, plants, 
animals, colors, foods, and so on. These 
data can then easily be retrieved 
for analysis. Some cultural an-
thropologists rely on tape re-
corders for interviews, although 
they recognize the problems 
such devices present for produc-
ing valid accounts. Some people 
may feel self-conscious about having their 
personal thoughts recorded. Most ethnographic 
fieldworkers utilize photography to record and help 
document their findings. Cultural anthropologists must use 
extreme caution when using these technologies, however, 
for in some cultures people are very sensitive about being 
recorded or photographed. 

Today, many anthropologists use video cameras 
when gathering primary data. Video recording is one 
of the most exciting recent developments in anthropol-
ogy and has stimulated a new area of anthropologi-
cal research known as visual anthropology. The visual 
documentation of economic, social, political, and ritual 
behavior sometimes reveals intricate patterns of interac-
tion in a society—interaction that cannot otherwise be 
described thoroughly. One drawback to video recording, 
however, is that people who know they are being filmed 
frequently behave differently from the way they would 
normally. This may distort the cultural anthropologist’s 
conclusions. On the other hand, the video can be shown 
to informants so they comment on the recorded behav-
iors. William  Rittenberg, who did studies of Buddhist 
rituals in villages in central Thailand, often played back 
his video recordings of rituals for members of the com-
munity. The informants, including the Buddhist monks, 
viewed the recordings and offered more elaborate ex-
planations of the meanings of the ritual. These strategies 
frequently help the cultural anthropologist gain a more 
comprehensive understanding of the culture. 

Culture Shock Ethnographic fieldwork can be a 
very demanding task. Cultural anthropologists some-
times experience culture shock, a severe psychological 

reaction that results from adjusting to the realities of a 
society radically different from one’s own. A cultural an-
thropologist enculturated in the United States could ex-
perience culture shock when having to eat unfamiliar 
foods such as reptiles or insects, reside in uncomfortable 
huts in a rain forest, or observe practices that may not 
occur within his or her own society. Of course, the actual 
degree of culture shock may vary, depending upon the 
differences and similarities between the society studied 
and the anthropologist’s own society. The symptoms may 
range from mild irritation to surprise or disgust. 

Usually, after the cultural anthropologist learns the 
norms, beliefs, and practices of the community, the psy-
chological disorientation of culture shock begins to di-

minish. Part of the challenge for 
anthropologists is adjusting to 
a different society and gaining 
a much better perspective on 
one’s own society. In fact, most 
anthropologists report consider-
able culture shock upon return-
ing home from another society. 
They will never again view their 
own society and culture in the 
same light. The adjustment pro-

cess of culture shock out in the 
field and upon returning from the field 

enables cultural anthropologists to better under-
stand themselves and their own society. 

Ethics in Anthropological Research 
Cultural anthropologists must not only be trained in 
appropriate research and analytical techniques, but also 
abide by the ethical guidelines of their discipline. In many 
instances, cultural anthropologists conduct research on 
politically powerless groups dominated by more power-
ful groups. When cultural anthropologists engage in par-
ticipant observation, they usually become familiar with 
information that might, if made public, become harmful 
to the community or to individuals in the community. For 
example, when researching isolated or rural communities 
cultural anthropologists might come across certain eco-
nomic or political behavior or information that could be 
used by government authorities. This information might 
include the specific sources of income for people in the 
community or the participation by people in the commu-
nity in political opposition to the government. Whenever 
possible, cultural anthropologists attempt to keep such 
information confidential so as not to compromise their 
informants or other sources of data. 

Most ethnographic reports do not include the real 
identities of informants or other people. Cultural anthro-
pologists usually ensure their informants’ anonymity, if at 
all possible, so that these individuals will not be in-
vestigated by their governments (DeMunck 2009). 
Sometimes, cultural anthropologists use pseudonyms 
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(fictional names) to make identification difficult. Cul-
tural anthropologists also attempt to be frank and open 
with the population under study about the aims of the 
research. At times, this is difficult because the commu-
nity does not understand the role of the cultural anthro-
pologist. Out of courtesy, the cultural anthropologist 
should give the community a reasonable account of 
what he or she wants to do. The American Anthropo-
logical Association has developed a code of ethics that 
was last published in June 1998 (American Anthropo-
logical Association 1998). The code provides anthropol-
ogists with ethical guidelines to help make decisions 
while in the field. 

In general, cultural anthropologists do not accept 
research funding for projects that are supposed to be 
clandestine or secretive. This type of research has been 
conducted by some anthropologists in the past during 
World War II and the Cold War (Wax 2008). There has 
been a recent attempt by the U.S. military to recruit an-
thropologists during the current wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq referred to as the Human Terrain Systems. However, 
contemporary anthropologists have adopted a code of 
ethics that reflects their grave reservations about under-
cover research (Price 2010). 

Analysis of Ethnographic Data 
The results of ethnographic research are documented in 
a descriptive monograph referred to as an ethnography.
In writing the ethnographic description, the cultural an-
thropologist must be extremely cautious. The accumulated 
field notes, photos, perhaps video or tape recordings, and 
quantitative data from survey sources must all be carefully 
managed to reduce bias, distortion, and error. The cul-
tural anthropologist must analyze these data, making sure 
to cross-check the conclusions from a variety of sources, 
including informants, censuses, observations, and archival 
materials. In addition, the cultural anthropologist should 
plainly distinguish the views of the people being studied 
from his or her interpretation of those views. 

Universals, Independent Variables, and 
Dependent Variables Culture, society, and human 
behavior are not just a random array of occurrences that 
develop without rhyme or reason. They are the result 
of universal features and interacting variables that influ-
ence the human condition. In analyzing a sociocultural 
system, anthropologists frequently find that different uni-
versals and specific variables interact with one another. 
The interaction of two variables is called a correla-
tion. For example, a particular society may experience 
both population increases and a high incidence of war-
fare. This does not necessarily mean that the population 
growth causes the warfare or vice versa; it simply means 
that both conditions exist within the society. To deter-
mine whether a causal relationship exists between these 
variables would require further investigation, including, 

in many cases, comparisons with other societies. Fur-
ther research may indicate that the relationship between 
population and warfare is a spurious correlation; that is, 
two variables occur together, but each is caused by some 
third variable. 

Alternatively, research may indicate that in a certain 
society the rate of population growth does influence the 
frequency of warfare. In such cases, the anthropologist 
might hypothesize that population increases cause the 
high incidence of warfare. This hypothesis could then be 
tested and evaluated by other anthropologists. 

In determining cause-and-effect relationships, an-
thropologists distinguish between independent and de-
pendent variables. An independent variable is the 
causal variable that produces an effect on another vari-
able, the dependent variable. In the previous example, 
population growth is the independent variable because it 
determines the incidence of warfare, which is the depen-
dent variable. 

In actuality, this example of determining causal rela-
tionships is far too simplistic. Anthropologists recognize 
that no aspect of culture and society can be completely 
explained by any single cause or independent vari-
able. They rely instead on hypotheses that are multidi-
mensional, in which many variables interact with one 
another. This multidimensional approach must be kept 
in mind when considering the specific variables ex-
plored by cultural anthropologists in their study of dif-
ferent societies. The multidimensional approach is linked 
with the holistic perspective in anthropology—that is, the 
attempt to demonstrate how sociocultural systems must 
be understood through the interconnections among uni-
versals and specific variables. 

Universals and Variables Studied 
by Cultural Anthropologists 
The major variables and universal features of socio-
cultural systems include subsistence and the physical 
environment, demography, technology, the economy, the 
social structure, the political organization, and religion. 
Although this is not a complete list of the universals and 
specific variables studied by cultural anthropologists, it 
provides the general framework for understanding dif-
ferent societies. An explanation of these universals and 
specific variables follows, to help you understand the dis-
cussions of different types of societies considered in the 
rest of the book. 

Subsistence and the Physical 
Environment 
Living organisms, both plant and animal, do not live 
or evolve in a vacuum. The evolution and survival of 
a particular species are closely related to the type of 
physical environment in which it is located. The speed 
of a jackal or an arctic fox has evolved in relationship 
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to the predators and prey found in East Africa or the 
Arctic. The physical characteristics of the orchid plant 
make it highly suitable for surviving in a tropical en-
vironment. The environment affects the organism di-
rectly and, as Charles Darwin noted, affects the passing 
on of certain adaptive characteristics that enable these 
life forms to survive and reproduce in their particular 
surroundings. 

Biologists use the term  adaptation to refer to the 
process in which an organism adjusts successfully to a 
specific environment. Most organisms adapt to the envi-
ronment through the physical traits that they inherit. Like 
other creatures, as we have seen in Chapter 2, humans 
have adapted to their respective environments through 
physical changes in body size and shape, blood groups, 
skin coloration, and biological traits. Humans, however, 
have adapted to their specific environments primarily 
through culture. By any measure, humans have been the 
most successful living forms in terms of adapting physi-
cally and culturally to different types of environments. 
Humans occupy an extraordinary range 
of environments, from the tropics 
to the Arctic, and have developed 
cultural solutions to the various 
problems that have arisen in these 
different regions. Anthropologists 
have been studying these adaptive 
strategies and cultural solutions to 
explain both the similarities and the 
differences among societies. 

Modern Cultural Ecology 
The term  ecology was coined by German biologist Er-
nest Haeckel in the nineteenth century from two Greek 
words that mean “the study of the home.” Ecology is 
the study of living organisms in relationship to their en-
vironment. Here we are defining environment broadly to 
include both the physical characteristics and the forms 
of life found in a particular region. In biology, ecologi-
cal studies focus on how plant and animal populations 
survive and reproduce in specific environmental niches. 
An environmental niche refers to the given set of eco-
logical conditions that a life form uses to make a living, 
survive, and adapt. 

As discussed in Chapter 6, cultural ecology is the 
systematic study of the relationships between the envi-
ronmental niche and culture. Anthropologists recognize 
that all humans can adjust in extremely creative ways 
to different environments. Nevertheless, humans, like 
other organisms, are universally connected to the envi-
ronment in a number of ways. Just as the environment 
has an impact on human behavior and society, humans 
have a major impact on their environment. Modern cul-
tural ecologists examine these dynamic interrelation-
ships as a means of understanding different societies. 

Biomes
In their studies of different environments, cultural ecolo-
gists use the concept of a biome. A biome is an area 
distinguished by a particular climate and certain types of 
plants and animals. Biomes may be classified by certain 
attributes, such as mean rainfall, temperature, soil condi-
tions, and vegetation that support certain forms of animal 
life (Campbell 1983). Cultural ecologists investigate the 
relationship between specific biomes and human socio-
cultural systems. Some of the different biomes that will 
be encountered in this text are listed in Table 7.1. 

Subsistence Patterns 
and Environments 
In U.S. society, when we have the urge to satisfy our 
hunger drive, we have many options: We can go to a 
local fast-food restaurant, place money into a machine 
to select our choice of food, or obtain food for cook-

ing from a grocery store or supermarket. Other 
societies have different means of 

obtaining their food supplies. 
Cultural anthropologists study 
subsistence patterns, the 
means by which people in 
various societies obtain their 
food supplies. As we shall see 
in later chapters, the amounts 
of sunlight and rainfall and 
the types of soil, forests, and 
mineral deposits all have an 
effect upon the type of subsis-

tence pattern a particular society develops. The specific 
biome and environmental conditions may limit the de-
velopment of certain types of subsistence patterns. For 
example, Arctic conditions are not conducive to agri-
cultural activities, nor are arid regions suitable for rice 
production. These are the obvious limitations of biomes 
and environmental conditions on subsistence patterns. 

The earliest type of subsistence pattern—known as 
foraging or hunting-gathering—goes back among early 
hominids to perhaps 2 million years ago. This pattern of 
subsistence, along with others such as horticulture, pasto-
ralism, various types of intensive agriculture, and develop-
ments in agribusiness in industrial societies, is introduced 
in subsequent chapters. As we shall see, these subsistence 
patterns not only are influenced by the environment, but 
also directly affect the environment. In other words, as hu-
mans transform their subsistence pattern to adapt to the en-
vironment, the environment is also transformed to varying 
degrees, depending upon the type of subsistence pattern 
developed. The interaction between subsistence pattern 
and environment has become an extremely important topic 
in anthropology and has a direct bearing on how human-
environment relationships may be modified in the future. 
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Table 7.1   Various Biomes Discussed in the Text, along with Their Major Characteristics

Biome Principal Locations 
Precipitation Range 

(mm/year)
Temperature Range (hr °C) 

(daily maximum and minimum) Soils

Tropical 
rain forest 

Central America 1,270–12,700 Little annual Mainly reddish 
(Atlantic coast) Equatorial type variation laterites
Amazon basin frequent torrential Max. 29–35 
Brazilian coast thunderstorms Min. 18–27 
West African coast 
Congo basin 
Malaya
East Indies Tradewind type;  No cold period 
Philippines steady, almost daily 
New Guinea rains
Northeastern 
Australia
Pacifi c islands No dry period 

Tropical 
savanna

Central America 250–1,900 Considerable annual Some laterites; 
(Pacifi c coast) Warm-season variation; no really considerable
Orinoco basin thunderstorms cold period variety
Brazil, south Rainy season 
of Amazon basin Almost no rain (high sun) 
North Central in cool season Max. 24–32 
Africa Min. 18–27 
East Africa Dry season 
South Central Long dry period (low sun) 
Africa during low sun Max. 21–32 
Madagascar Min. 13–18 
India Dry season 
Southeast Asia (higher sun) 
Northern Max. 29–40 
Australia Min. 21–27 

Temperate 
grasslands

Central North 300–2,000; evenly Winter Black prairie soils 
America distributed through Max. −18–29 
Eastern Europe the year or with a Min. −28–10 
Central and peak in summer; Summer Chestnut and 
Western Asia snow in winter Max. −1–49 brown soils 
Argentina Min. −1–15 almost all have 
New Zealand a lime layer 

Temperate 
deciduous
forest 

Eastern North 630–2,300; evenly Winter Gray-brown 
America distributed through Max. −12–21 podzol
Western Europe year; droughts rare; Min. −29–7 Red and yellow 
Eastern Asia some snow Summer podzols

Max. 24–38 
Min. 15–27 

Northern 
coniferous 
forest 

Northern North 400–1,000; evenly Winter True podzols; bog 
America distributed; much Max. −37–1 soils; some 
Northern Europe snow Min. −54–9 permafrost at 
Northern Asia Summer depth in places 

Max. 10–21 
Min. 7–13 

Arctic 
tundra

Northern North 250–750; considerable Winter Rocky or boggy 
America snow Max. −37–7 
Greenland Min. −57–8 Much patterned 
Northern Eurasia Summer ground permafrost 

Max. 2–15 
Min. −1–7 

Source: Adapted from W. D. Billings, Plants, Man, and the Ecosystem, 2nd ed. ©1970. Reprinted by permission of Brooks/Cole, an imprint of the Wadsworth Group, a 
division of Thomson Learning.
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Demography
Demography is the study of population and its relation-
ship to society. Demographers study changes in the size, 
composition, and distribution of human populations. They 
also study the consequences of population increases and 
decreases for human societies. Demographic anthropology 
has become an important specialty in anthropology. 

Much of the research in demographic anthropology is 
concerned with the quantitative description of population. 
Demographic anthropologists design censuses and surveys 
to collect population statistics on the size, age and sex 
composition, and increasing or decreasing growth of the 
population of a society. After collecting these data, demo-
graphic anthropologists focus on three major variables in a 
population: fertility, mortality, and migration. 

Fertility, Mortality, and Migration 
To measure  fertility—the number of births in a society—
demographic anthropologists use the crude birth rate,
that is, the number of live births in a given year for 
every thousand people in a population. They also mea-
sure mortality—the incidence of death in a society’s 
population—by using the crude death rate, that is, the 
number of deaths in a given year for every thousand 
people in a population. In measuring the  migration 
rate—the movement of people into and out of a speci-
fied territory—demographic anthropologists determine 
the number of in-migrants (people moving into the ter-
ritory) and the number of out-migrants (people moving 
out of the territory). They then use these numbers to cal-
culate the net migration, which indicates the general 
movement of the population in and out of the territory. 

To assess overall population change, demographic 
anthropologists subtract the crude death rate from the 
crude birth rate to arrive at the  natural growth rate of a 
population. The natural growth rate is usually the major 
indicator of population change in a society. By adding 
the rate of migration, these anthropologists are able to 
calculate total population change. 

Rates of fertility, mortality, and migration are 
also influenced by a number of other variables. 
Fecundity—the potential number of children that 
women in the society are capable of bearing—
has an influence on fertility rates. Fecundity var-
ies, however, according to the age of females at 
puberty and menopause, nutrition, workload, 
and other conditions in the societies and in-
dividuals being studied. 

Life expectancy is the number of years 
an average person can expect to live. A 
particularly important component of the 

life expectancy rate in a society is the infant mortal-
ity rate—the number of babies per thousand births in 
any year who die before reaching the age of 1. When the 
infant mortality rate is high, the life expectancy—a statis-
tical average—decreases. In many countries throughout 
the world, the childhood mortality rate—the number of 
children per thousand per year who die before reaching 
the age of 5—is a major problem. Disease, nutrition, sani-
tation, warfare, the general standard of living, and medical 
care are some of the factors that influence mortality, life 
expectancy, and infant and child mortality rates. 

Migration is related to a number of different factors. 
In many instances, migration is involuntary. For example, 
the Cajun people of Louisiana are descendants of French 
people who were forced out of Canada by the British in 
the 1700s. Migration can also be voluntary. This type of 
movement is influenced by what demographers refer to as 
push-pull factors. Push factors are those that lead people 
to leave specific territories; examples are poverty, warfare, 
and political instability. Pull factors, such as economic 
opportunity, peace, and political freedom, are powerful 
incentives for people to move to other societies. 

Population and Environment 
Demographic anthropologists study the relationship be-
tween environments (specific biomes) and population. 
One variable they investigate is carrying capacity—the 
maximum population that a specific environment can 
support, as determined by the environment’s potential 
energy and food resources. Some environments contain 
food and energy resources that allow for substantial pop-
ulation increases, whereas other environments contain 
only limited resources. For example, in the past, desert 
and Arctic biomes had carrying capacities that severely 
limited population increases. In contrast, various river 

Fertility trends are studied by anthropolo-
gists to determine how populations are 
increasing or decreasing. 
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valley regions containing water and fertile soils permitted 
opportunities for greater population size. As we shall see 
in later chapters, the development of mechanized agricul-
ture, fertilizers, and synthetic pesticides increases the car-
rying capacity for many different environments. 

Population and Culture 
Demographic anthropologists examine not only the 
relationship between environment and population, but also 
the cultural values, beliefs, and practices that affect fertility, 
mortality, and migration rates. In some societies, religious 
beliefs encourage high birth rates. In others, political au-
thorities institute programs to increase or decrease popula-
tion growth. Anthropologist have recently begun gathering 
data and developing hypotheses on decisions concerning 
the “costs and benefits” of having children and the con-
sequences of these individual decisions on fertility. They 
also investigate strategies of population regulation, such as 
birth-control techniques. These and other research topics in 
demographic anthropology are introduced in later chapters. 

Technology 
The term  technology is derived from the Greek word 
techne, which refers to “art” or “skill.” When we hear 
this term, we usually think of tools, machines, clothing, 
shelter, and other such objects. As defined by modern 
anthropologists, however,  technology consists of all 
the human techniques and methods of reaching a spe-
cific subsistence goal or of modifying or controlling the 
natural environment. Technology is cultural in that it in-
cludes methods for manipulating the environment. But 
technology is also the product of those methods that 
are important in changing the environments in which 
humans live, work, and interact. Thus, technology con-
sists not merely of physical tools, but also of cultural 
knowledge that humans can apply in specific ways. In 
societies in which people use technologies such as bows 
and arrows, canoes, plows, penicillin, or computers, the 
cultural knowledge needed to construct, design, and use 
these materials is extremely important. 

To sustain life, human societies need to produce and 
allocate goods and services to provide food, clothing, 
shelter, tools, and transportation.  Goods are elements 
of material culture produced from raw materials in the 
natural environment, ranging from the basic commodities 
for survival to luxury items. The commodities for survival 
may include axes and plows for clearing land and culti-
vating crops. Luxury commodities include such items as 
jewelry, decorative art, and musical instruments. Services
are elements of nonmaterial culture in the form of spe-
cialized skills that benefit others, such as giving spiritual 
comfort or providing medical care. Goods and services 
are valued because they satisfy various human needs. To 
produce these goods and services, societies must have 
suitable technologies. 

Anthropological Explanations 
of Technology 
As we saw in an earlier section of the text, in the nine-
teenth century, anthropologists such as E. B. Tylor and 
Lewis Morgan constructed a unilineal scheme of cultural 
evolution in which societies progressed from the simple, 
small-scale societies of “savages” to the more complex 
industrial technologies of modern civilizations. In the 
twentieth century, these simplistic views of technological 
evolution were rejected through detailed ethnographic 
research. Anthropologists in the 1950s and 1960s such as 
Leslie White and Julian Steward—who became known as 
cultural materialists—came to view technology as one of 
the primary factors of cultural evolution. White defined 
technology as an energy-capturing system made up of en-
ergy, tools, and products—that is, all the material means 
with which energy is harnessed, transformed, and ex-
pended (1959). These anthropologists viewed technology 
as a basic and primary source of sociocultural change. 
They argued that we cannot explain different technologi-
cal developments in society with reference to “values.” 
Instead, technology must be viewed as a method de-
signed to cope with a particular environment. Therefore, 
variations in environment, or habitat, could account for 
the differences between, say, the Inuit (Eskimo) and the 
Australian aborigine societies. 

White’s views on technology, as well as the views 
of other cultural materialists, have been criticized as a 
rigid form of “technological determinism.” Although the 
cultural materialists see sociological, ideological, or emo-
tional factors as conditioning or limiting the use or devel-
opment of technology, these factors exert little influence 
on sociocultural systems compared to technology’s 
dominant role. Anthropologists are currently evaluating 
this cultural materialist hypothesis to determine whether 
technology is a primary variable in societal develop-
ment, or whether a number of factors work in conjunc-
tion with technology to condition societal developments 
and evolution. So far, anthropologists have concluded 
that technology alone does not result in cultural change 
and transformation, but rather cultural values, beliefs, and 
practices interact with technology to create changes. For 
example, the Old Order Amish people reject modern tech-
nology because of their significant religious beliefs and 
cultural values. Technology has to be understood with 
respect to the cultural context in which it is accepted, 
rejected, or modified by human communities. 

Economy
Like other animals, humans universally require food and 
shelter. In addition, humans have special needs for other 
goods and services, ranging from hunting materials to 
spiritual guidance. As we have seen, these goods and 
services are produced through technology. The econ-
omy of a society consists of the social relationships that 
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organize the production, exchange, and consumption of 
goods and services. Production is the organized system 
for the creation of goods and services. Exchange is the 
process whereby members of society transfer goods and 
services among themselves. Consumption is the use of 
goods and services to satisfy desires and needs. In sub-
sequent chapters, we are going to examine these three 
different components of the economy in various forms 
of society. 

Anthropologists have found that the economy is 
closely connected with the environment, subsistence 
base, demographic conditions, technology, and division 
of labor of the society. The division of labor consists of 
specialized economic roles (occupations) and activities. 
In small-scale societies, the division of labor is typically 
simple, and in large-scale societies, it is extremely com-
plex. In the twentieth century, ethnographic descriptions 
of different types of societies generated two perspectives 
on economic systems: the formalist and  substantivist
approaches.

The Formalist Approach 
The formalist approach maintains that all economic sys-
tems are fundamentally similar and can be compared 
with one another. Formalists assume that all people act 
to maximize their individual self-interests and gains. In 
other words, all humans have a psychological inclination 
to calculate carefully their self-interest. Formalists hy-
pothesize that people do not always choose the cheapest 
and most efficient strategies to carry out their economic 
decisions, but they do tend to look for the best “rational” 
strategy for economic decision making. 

Formalists hold that the best method for studying any 
economy is to employ the same general theories devel-
oped by economists. Formalists collect quantitative data 
and interpret these data using sophisticated mathematical 
models developed by economists. They focus on such 
economic variables as production and consumption pat-
terns, supply and demand, exchange, and investment 
decisions. One classic formalist study, by anthropologist 
Sol Tax (1953), focused on economic decision making 
in Guatemalan Indian communities. Tax analyzed the 
economic transactions in the traditional markets of these 
communities. He concluded that although the economy 
was undeveloped, the people made the same types of 
economic decisions as people in the developed world. 
Tax referred to these Indians as “penny capitalists.” 

The Substantivist Approach 
The substantivist approach draws its supporting hypoth-
eses from twentieth-century ethnographic studies. Sub-
stantivists maintain that the ways of allocating goods and 
services in small-scale societies differ fundamentally from 
those in large-scale Western economic systems. Thus, the 
social institutions found in small-scale societies or larger 
agricultural societies produce economic systems that are 

fundamentally different from the market economies of 
Western societies. According to substantivists, preindustrial 
economies are not driven by the motive of individual mate-
rial gain or profit, as are industrial economies. They argue 
that the economy is embedded in the sociocultural system, 
including the kinship systems, values, beliefs, and norms 
of the society. They also argue that modern capitalist so-
cieties are embedded within an economy based on market 
exchange. In general, substantivists emphasize that precap-
italist societies have different forms of logic and processes 
than do the market exchange economies of capitalist soci-
eties. These precapitalist societies also have other forms of 
exchange, such as reciprocity and redistribution. We focus 
on these other forms of exchange in later chapters. 

Contemporary Economic Anthropology 
Most anthropologists today do not identify exclusively 
with the formalist or the substantivist perspective; in-
stead, they recognize the contributions of both per-
spectives to our knowledge of economic systems (Wilk 
1996; Gudeman 1986; Bloch and Parry 1989). Modern 
anthropologists investigate the different patterns of pro-
duction, ownership, distribution, exchange, and con-
sumption in relationship to ecological, demographic, and 
cultural factors, which influence economic choices, risk, 
and consumption preferences. They collect quantitative 
economic data along with more qualitative cultural data 
(emic or insider’s understandings) to explain the work-
ings of economic choices and systems. As we shall see 
in later chapters, most economic anthropologists are 
not as concerned with how precapitalist societies orga-
nize their economies; rather, they are more concerned 
with how precapitalist economies change as they are 
influenced by globalization and contact with the global 
market economy. In addition, many anthropologists are 
using psychological experiments based on game theory 
or other models to assess how people make their eco-
nomic decisions (Boyd and Richerson 2004; Henrich 
et al., 2004). These new psychological experiments tend 
to demonstrate that human economic decision making 
is not wholly based on rational calculations, but rather is 
influenced by “emotional” or “cultural” factors regarding 
choices and preferences. In later chapters, we discuss the 
empirical data gathered by anthropologists about differ-
ent types of economic systems and how they are affected 
and dramatically influenced by global change. 

Social Structure 
All inorganic and organic things, from planets to living 
cells, have a structure; that is, they consist of interrelated 
parts in a particular arrangement. Buildings, snowflakes, 
amoebas, and the human body all have a certain struc-
ture. A book has a certain structure consisting of rectan-
gular printed pages, binding, and a cover. All books have 
a similar structure, although the characteristics of differ-
ent books can vary significantly. 
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Anthropologists use the image of structure when 
they analyze different societies. Societies are not just ran-
dom, chaotic collections of people who interact with one 
another. Rather, social interaction in any society takes 
place in regular patterns. As we discussed in  Chapter 4,
through the process of enculturation, people learn the 
norms, values, and behavioral patterns of their society. In 
the absence of social patterns, people would find social 
life highly confusing. Anthropologists refer to this pattern 
of relationships in society as the social structure. Social 
structure provides the framework for all human societies, 
though it is not a static, determining influence on deci-
sion making and choice by individuals. 

Components of Social Structure 
One of the most important components of social struc-
ture is status. Status is a recognized position that a per-
son occupies in society. A person’s status determines 
where he or she fits in society in relationship to everyone 
else. Status may be based on or accompanied by wealth, 
power, prestige, or a combination of all of these. Many 
anthropologists use the term  socioeconomic status to 
refer to how a specific position is related to the division 
of labor, the political system, and other cultural variables. 

All societies recognize both ascribed and  achieved
statuses. An ascribed status is one that is attached to 
a person from birth or that a person assumes involun-
tarily later in life. The most prevalent ascribed statuses 
are based upon family and kinship relations (for exam-
ple, daughter or son), sex (male or female), and age. In 
addition, in some societies, ascribed statuses are based 
on one’s race or ethnicity. For example, as we shall see 
in a later chapter, skin color was used to designate as-
cribed status differences in South Africa under the system 
of apartheid. 

In contrast, an achieved status is one based at least 
in part on a person’s voluntary actions. Examples of 
achieved statuses in the United States are one’s profes-
sion and level of education. Of course, one’s family and 
kinship connections may influence one’s profession and 
level of education. George W. Bush’s and John Kerry’s 
educational level and status are interrelated to their fam-
ily of birth. However, these individuals had to act volun-
tarily to achieve their status. 

Closely related to status is the concept of social roles.
A role is a set of expected behavior patterns, obligations, 
and norms attached to a particular status. The distinction 
between status and role is a simple one: You “occupy” 
a certain status, but you “play” a role (Linton 1936). For 
example, as a student, you occupy a certain status that 
differs from those of your professors, administrators, and 
other staff. As you occupy that status, you perform by 
attending lectures, taking notes, participating in class, 
and studying for examinations. This concept of role is 
derived from the theater and refers to the parts played by 
actors on the stage. If you are a husband, mother, son, 

daughter, teacher, lawyer, judge, male, or female, you are 
expected to behave in certain ways because of the norms 
associated with that particular status. 

As mentioned, a society’s social statuses usually cor-
respond to wealth, power, and prestige. Anthropologists 
find that all societies have inequality in statuses, which 
are arranged in a hierarchy. This inequality of statuses 
is known as social stratification. The degree of social 
stratification varies from one society to another, depend-
ing on technological, economic, and political variables. 
Small-scale societies tend to be less stratified than large-
scale societies; that is, they have fewer categories of sta-
tus and fewer degrees of difference regarding wealth, 
power, and prestige. 

Anthropologists find that in some societies wealth, 
power, and prestige are linked with ownership of land 
or the number of animals acquired. In U.S. society, high 
status is strongly correlated with the amount of wages 
or salary a person receives or how much property in the 
form of stocks or other paper assets is held. Exploring 
the causes of differing patterns of social stratification and 
how this stratification relates to other facets of society is 
an important objective of an ethnographic study. 

The social structure of any society has several major 
components that anthropologists look at when analyzing 
a society. These components are discussed in the follow-
ing sections on the family, marriage, gender, and age. 

The Family 
Many years ago, in a comprehensive cross-cultural study, 
George Murdock (1945) found that all societies recog-
nize the family. Thus, the family is a  universal feature of 
humans and may have its roots in our primate heritage 
(Chapais 2008). Anthropologists define the family as a 
social group of two or more people related by blood, 
marriage, or adoption who live or reside together for an 
extended period, sharing economic resources and caring 
for their young. Anthropologists differentiate between the 
family of orientation, the family into which people are 
born and in which they receive basic enculturation, and 
the family of procreation, the family within which peo-
ple reproduce or adopt children of their own (Murdock 
1949). The family is a social unit within a much wider 
group of relatives, or kin. As we shall see in later chap-
ters, kinship relationships beyond the immediate nuclear 
family play a significant role in most societies throughout 
the world. Anthropologists study kinship relationships 
along with the family to fully comprehend how individ-
ual thought and behavior are influenced by these inter-
acting aspects of human communities. 

Although variations exist in types and forms, as men-
tioned before, George Murdock found that the family is 
a universal aspect of social organization. The reason for 
the universality of the family appears to be that it per-
forms certain basic functions that serve human needs. 
The primary function of the family is the nurturing and 
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enculturation of children. The basic norms, values, 
knowledge, and worldview of the culture are transmitted 
to children through the family. 

Another function of the family is the regulation of 
sexual activity. Every culture places some restrictions on 
sexual behavior. Sexual intercourse is the basis of human 
reproduction and inheritance; it is also a matter of con-
siderable social importance. Regulating sexual behavior 
is, therefore, essential to the proper functioning of a so-
ciety. The family prohibits sexual relations within the im-
mediate family through the incest avoidance behaviors, 
as discussed in Chapter 4.

Families also serve to protect and support their mem-
bers physically, emotionally, and often economically 
from birth to death. In all societies, people need warmth, 
food, shelter, and care. Families provide a social envi-
ronment in which these needs can be met. Additionally, 
humans have emotional needs for affection and intimacy 
that are most easily fulfilled within the family. 

The two major types of families found throughout 
the world are the nuclear and  extended families. A typi-
cal nuclear family is composed of two parents and 
their immediate biological offspring or adopted children. 
George Murdock believed that the nuclear family is a uni-
versal feature of all societies (1949). What he meant by 
this was that all societies have a male and female who 
reproduce children and are the core of the kinship unit. 
However, as we shall see in later chapters, the nuclear 
family is not the principal kinship unit in all societies. In 
many societies, the predominant form is the  extended 
family, which is composed of parents, children, and 
other kin relations bound together as a social unit. 

Marriage
In most societies, the family is a product of 
marriage, a social bond sanctioned by society be-
tween two or more people that involves economic 
cooperation, social obligations, rights, duties, and 
sometimes culturally approved sexual activity. Two 
general patterns of marriage exist:  endogamy,
which is marriage between people of the same so-
cial group or category, and exogamy, marriage be-
tween people of different social groups or categories. 

A marriage may include two or more partners. 
Monogamy generally involves two individuals in 
the marriage. Though this is the most familiar form 
of marriage in Western industrial societies, it is not 
the only type of marriage practiced in the world. 
Many societies practice some form of  polygamy,
or plural marriage, which involves a spouse of 
one sex and two or more spouses of the oppo-
site sex. There are two forms of polygamy:  po-
lygyny, marriage between one husband and two 

or more wives, and polyandry, marriage between one 
wife and two or more husbands. Although the majority of 
the world’s population currently practices monogamy, po-
lygyny is a common form of marriage and is associated 
with 80 percent of human societies, many of which have 
relatively small populations (Murdock 1981a, 1981b). Poly-
andry is the rarest form of marriage, occurring in only 0.5 
percent of all societies. Although typically marriages in-
volve the uniting of males and females, a number of societ-
ies have homosexual marriages that are recognized socially 
and legally (Stone 2010). As we shall see, anthropologists 
have developed hypotheses regarding why certain forms 
of marriage develop within particular sociocultural systems. 

Gender
Gender relationships are another important component of 
the social structure of a society. Typically, when anthro-
pologists discuss relationships between males and females 
in a society, they distinguish between sex and gender. Sex
refers to the biological and anatomical differences between 

Anthropologists study the marital relationships of people. 



Chapter 7 �  Analyzing Sociocultural Systems 139

males and females. These differences include the primary 
sexual characteristics—the sex organs—and the second-
ary sexual characteristics, such as breasts and wider hips 
for females and more muscular development of the upper 
torso and extensive body hair for males. Note that these 
are general tendencies, to which many exceptions exist. 
That is, many males are smaller and lighter and have less 
body hair than many females. Nevertheless, in general, 
males and females are universally distinguished by physi-
ological and anatomical differences (Stone 2010). 

In contrast to sex, most anthropologists view gender
as based on a cultural rather than a biological distinction. 
Gender refers to the specific human traits attached to 
each sex by a society. As members of a particular society, 
males and females occupy certain statuses, such as son, 
daughter, husband, wife, father, and mother. In assum-
ing the gender roles that correspond to these different 
status positions, males are socialized to be “masculine,” 
and females are socialized to be “feminine.” Anthropol-
ogists find that definitions of masculine and feminine 
vary among different societies. Presently, some anthro-
pologists do recognize that the boundaries between sex 
and gender may vary, depending on how people within 
the society culturally construe these categories. In other 
words, in some societies, the boundaries between sex 
and gender are “fuzzy,” rather than distinctly defined 
(Yangisako and Collier 1990; Stone 2010). 

Gender and Enculturation One major issue regard-
ing gender is the degree to which enculturation influences 
male and female behavior. To study this issue, anthropolo-
gists focus on the values, beliefs, and worldviews that may 
influence gender roles. They also observe the types of ac-
tivities associated with young boys and girls. In many so-
cieties, boys and girls play different games as an aspect of 
enculturation. For example, in U.S. society, boys are tradi-
tionally encouraged to participate in aggressive, competi-
tive team sports, whereas girls have not traditionally been 
encouraged to do so. Cultural values and beliefs that affect 
gender roles are found in other societies as well. 

Sex and the Division of Labor A basic component 
of the division of labor in most societies is the assigning of 
different tasks to males and females. In studying this phe-
nomenon, anthropologists focus on the issue of whether 
physical differences (sex differences) between males and 
females are responsible for these different roles. To ad-
dress this issue, they ask a number of questions: Is there 
a universal division of labor based on sex? Does physical 
strength have anything to do with the work patterns as-
sociated with gender? Do child care and pregnancy deter-
mine or influence economic specialization for females? To 
what degree do values and beliefs ascribed to masculine 
or feminine behavior affect work assignments? 

Gender and Status Another important issue inves-
tigated by anthropologists is the social and political status 

of males and females in society. As is discussed in a 
later chapter, some early anthropologists such as Lewis 
Morgan believed that females at one time had a higher 
social and political status than males, but that through 
time this pattern was reversed. Anthropologists currently 
focus on how the status of males and females is related 
to biology, the division of labor, kinship relations, politi-
cal systems, and values and beliefs. 

Although sex characteristics are biologically deter-
mined, gender roles vary in accordance with the tech-
nological, economic, and sociocultural conditions of 
particular types of societies. In later chapters, we explore 
some recent studies by anthropologists who have broad-
ened our understanding of the variation of gender roles 
among a wide range of societies. 

Age
Like kinship and gender, age is a universal principle 
used to prescribe social status in sociocultural systems. 
The biological processes of aging are an inevitable as-
pect of human life; from birth to death, our bodies are 
constantly changing. Definite biological changes oc-
cur for humans in their progress from infancy to child-
hood to adolescence to adulthood to old age. Hormonal 
and other physiological changes lead to maturation and 
the onset of the aging process. For example, as we ap-
proach old age, our sensory abilities begin to change. 
Taste, eyesight, touch, smell, and hearing begin to 
diminish. Gray hair and wrinkles appear, and we experi-
ence a loss of height and weight and an overall decline 
in strength and vitality. Although these physical changes 
vary greatly from individual to individual and to some ex-
tent are influenced by societal and environmental factors, 
these processes are universal. 

The biology of aging, however, is only one dimen-
sion of how age is related to the social structure of any 
specific culture. The human life cycle is the basis of so-
cial statuses and roles that have both a physical and a 
cultural dimension. The cultural meanings of these cat-
egories in the life cycle vary among different societies, as 
do the criteria people use to define age-related statuses. 
The definitions of the statuses and roles for specific ages 
have wide-ranging implications for those in these status 
positions.

Age and Enculturation As people move through 
the different phases of the human life cycle, they con-
tinually experience the process of enculturation. Because 
of the existence of different norms, values, and beliefs, 
people in various societies may be treated differently at 
each phase of the life cycle. For example, the period of 
enculturation during childhood varies among societies. In 
the United States and other industrialized societies, child-
hood is associated with an extensive educational experi-
ence that continues for many years. In many preindustrial 
societies, however, childhood is a relatively short period 
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of time, and children assume adult status and responsi-
bilities at a fairly young age. 

Another factor influenced by aging in a society is 
how individuals are viewed at different ages. How is  old
age defined? For example, in many societies, old age is 
not defined strictly in terms of the passage of time. More 
frequently, old age is defined in respect to changes in 
social status, work patterns, family status, or reproductive 
potential (Cowgill 1986). These factors influence how 
people are valued at different ages in a society. 

Age and the Division of Labor Another societal 
factor that is influenced by the aging process is the eco-
nomic role assumed by a person at different stages of the 
life cycle. Children everywhere are exposed to the tech-
nological skills they will need to survive in their environ-
ment. As they mature, they assume specific positions in 
the division of labor. Just as male and female roles differ, 
the roles for the young and old differ. For example, in 
some preindustrial societies, older people occupy central 
roles, whereas in others, they play no important role at 
all. In industrial societies, the elderly generally do not oc-
cupy important occupational roles. 

Age and Status Age is one of the key determinants 
of social status. People are usually assigned a particular 
status associated with a phase of the life cycle. The result 
is age stratification, the unequal allocation of wealth, 
power, and prestige among people of different ages. An-
thropologists find that age stratification varies in accor-
dance with the level of technological development. For 
example, in many preindustrial societies, the elderly have 
a relatively high social status, whereas in most industrial 
societies, the elderly experience a loss of status. 

One of the most common ways of allocating the sta-
tus of people at different ages is through  age grades. Age
grades are statuses defined by age through which a per-
son moves as he or she ages. For example, the age grades 
in most industrial societies correspond to the periods of 
infancy, preschool, kindergarten, elementary school, in-
termediate school, high school, young adulthood, middle 
age, young old, and old old (Cowgill 1986). Each of these 
grades conveys a particular social status. 

Age Status and Rites of Passage Anthropolo-
gists have done considerable research on the rites of 
passage, rituals associated with the life cycle and the 
movement of people between different age-status lev-
els. Almost all cultures have rites of passage to demar-
cate these different stages of the life cycle. Arnold Van 
Gennep (1960), a Belgian anthropologist, wrote a classic 
study of different rites of passage throughout the world. 
He noted similarities among various rites connected 
with birth, puberty, marriage, and funerals. According to 
Van Gennep, these rites of passage are characterized by 
three interconnected stages: separation, marginality, and 
aggregration.

The first phase, separation, transforms people from 
one age status to another. In this phase, people leave 
behind the symbols, roles, and norms associated with 
their former position. The second phase, referred to as 
marginality, places people in a state of transition or 
a temporary period of ambiguity. This stage often in-
volves separating individuals from the larger society to 
undergo traditional ordeals or indoctrination. The final 
phase is aggregation, or incorporation, when individ-
uals assume their new status. The late anthropologist 
Victor Turner refined the model of Van Gennep and 
referred to the three stages as  structure, anti-structure
or liminality, and communitas (1969).  Structure is the 
initial status of the individual. The period of liminal-
ity is the temporary period of ambiguity, marginality, 
and anti-structure. Turner defined  communitas, the final 
phase, as a return to and reunion with society with a 
wholly new status. 

The best-known examples of these rites of passage 
are various religious rituals associated with adolescence, 
such as the confirmation rituals associated with Catholi-
cism and the bar mitzvah and  bat mitzvah rituals in Juda-
ism. In later chapters, we encounter examples of different 
rites of passage. The importance of these rites as an aspect 
of aging, status, and enculturation is explored there. 

Anthropologists study the relationship between age and status. 
Elderly Japanese tend to have a higher status in their society than 
elderly Americans. 
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Political Organization 
In the early twentieth century, German sociologist Max 
Weber introduced definitions of political power and 
authority that have since been adopted and modified 
by cultural anthropologists. Weber defined  political 
power as the ability to achieve personal ends despite 
opposition. In this sense, political power can be based 
on physical or psychological coercion. Weber perceived 
this type of political power as  illegitimate, in that it is 
unacceptable to most members of a society. According 
to Weber, the most effective and enduring form of po-
litical power is based on authority, power generally 
perceived by members of society as legitimate, rather 
than coercive. 

A brief example will illustrate the difference be-
tween illegitimate and legitimate power. If a large coun-
try invades and conquers a smaller one, the occupied 
people generally will not consider their new rulers to 
be legitimate. Thus, the rulers must rely on coercion 
to enforce their laws and to collect payments in the 
form of taxes or tributes. In contrast, most U.S. citizens 

voluntarily comply with the tax laws. Although they 
may complain, they perceive their government as repre-
senting legitimate authority. Although physical coercion 
and force might be used to arrest some people who 
refuse to pay their taxes, in the majority of cases such 
actions are not necessary. 

Types of Political Systems 
The general categories used by anthropologists to de-
scribe political systems are band, tribe, chiefdom, and 
state. In the next chapter, we describe band societies 
associated with hunter-gatherers. A  band is the least 
complex—and most likely the oldest—form of political 
system. Political institutions in band societies are based 
on close kinship relations within a fairly small group 
of people. In  Chapter 9, we discuss tribes as more 
complex societies with political institutions that unite 
larger groupings of people into a political system. Gen-
erally, tribal societies developed along with food pro-
duction. Tribes do not have centralized, formal political 
institutions, but they do have sodalities, groups based 
upon kinship, age, or gender that provide for political or-
ganization. For example, in some tribal societies of Papua 
New Guinea, secret male societies function as political 
institutions.

In  Chapter  10, we discuss chiefdom political sys-
tems, which are more complex than tribal societies in 
that they are formalized and centralized. Chiefdoms es-
tablish centralized, legitimate authority over many com-
munities through a variety of complex economic, social, 
and religious institutions. Despite their size and complex-
ity, however, chiefdoms are still fundamentally organized 
by kinship principles. Although chiefdoms have different 
levels of status and political authority, the people within 
these levels are related to one another through kinship 
ties.

Chapter 18 will discuss the evolution of  states, which 
are political systems with centralized bureaucratic institu-
tions to establish power and authority over large popula-
tions in clearly defined territories. State systems are not 
based on kinship. State bureaucracies govern society on 
behalf of ruling authorities through procedures that plan, 
direct, and coordinate highly complex political processes. 
State political systems range from the early bureaucratic 
political units of agricultural societies such as ancient 
Egypt and China to the modern industrial societies of the 
United States, Japan, the former Soviet Union, and nu-
merous European nations. 

The various institutions and practices of these types 
of societies are discussed in the next several chapters. 
Nevertheless, it must be emphasized here that this 
classification does not represent a single scheme of 
political evolution for the entire world. The archaeo-
logical and ethnographic data demonstrate again and 
again that a stage-by-stage development or evolution 
from band to tribe to chiefdom to state did not occur 

Complex societies rely on an organized police or military force to 
demonstrate political authority. 
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in all areas. These classifications are to be used only 
as categories to organize the vast amounts of data ac-
cumulated by anthropologists. As with all models, the 
boundaries separating the various categories are some-
what arbitrary and fuzzy. 

Decision Making in a Political System 
An important topic in the study of a society is the day-
to-day, individual decision making and competition for 
power and authority. In studying this topic, anthropolo-
gists may focus on fields or  arenas within a society. A 
field is an area in which political interaction and competi-
tion take place (Bourdieu 1977). It may involve a part of a 
society, or it may extend beyond the boundaries of a so-
ciety. For example, a field could be a whole tribe, a chief-
dom, a state, or several of these units. A political arena is 
a more local, specific area in which individual actors or 
small groups compete for power and authority. An arena 
may be made up of factions, elites, or political parties in 
a society. Another aspect of political anthropology is the 
focus on how political succession occurs within different 
societies—in other words, who inherits or is appointed 
or elected to political offices or roles within a society. As 
we shall see, various strategies are developed in differ-
ent societies to determine who gains political power and 
authority.

Warfare and Feuds 
The study of politics includes political conflicts within 
and among societies. Two major forms of conflicts are 
warfare and feuds. Anthropologists define  warfare as 
armed combat among territorial or political communi-
ties. They distinguish between internal warfare, which 
involves political communities within the same society or 
culture, and external warfare, which occurs among dif-
ferent societal groups. A feud is a type of armed com-
bat occurring within a political community and usually 
involving one kin group taking revenge against another 
kin group (Otterbein 1974; Kelly 2003). Anthropologists 
examine the different biological, environmental, demo-
graphic, economic, social, political, and other cultural 
variables that influence warfare and feuds. 

Law and Social Control 
Another aspect of political anthropology is the study of 
law and social control. As discussed in Chapter 3, one 
aspect of nonmaterial culture is the normative dimension, 
sometimes referred to as an ethos. All societies maintain 
an ethos that encourages certain behaviors and prohibits 
others. This ethos, along with the society’s values, makes 
up the moral code that shapes human behavior. The par-
ticular ethos of a society represents an attempt to estab-
lish social control through various internal and external 
mechanisms. The internal mechanisms of social control 
are built into the enculturation process itself. Through 

enculturation, people learn the specific norms that make 
up society’s expectations. Thereafter, those who violate 
these norms frequently experience emotional and cogni-
tive discomfort in the form of guilt. Thus, internalized 
norms can shape and influence people’s behavior, even 
in the absence of constraints from other people. 

Despite these internal mechanisms, however, indi-
viduals frequently violate norms. For a variety of reasons, 
including biological influences on behavior, enculturation 
does not bring about perfect social control in a society. 
Hence, in addition to internal mechanisms, societies use 
external mechanisms to enforce norms. External mech-
anisms take the form of sanctions: rewards (positive 
sanctions) for appropriate behaviors and punishments 
(negative sanctions) for inappropriate behaviors. 

Societies vary with respect to both the nature of their 
moral code and the types of external sanctions used to 
enforce the moral code. What one societal group consid-
ers deviant or unethical may be acceptable to another 
group. Divorce is an acceptable solution for severe mari-
tal conflicts in the United States. In Italy and Ireland, 
however, despite recent legislation that allows divorce, 
many still view it as an unethical pattern of behavior. 

In large, complex social groups, sanctions are usu-
ally highly formalized. Rewards can take the form of 
public awards, parades, educational or professional de-
grees, and banquets. Negative sanctions include fines, 
imprisonment, expulsion, and sometimes death. In small-
scale societies, sanctions tend to be informal. Examples 
of positive sanctions are smiles, handshakes, pats on the 
back, hugs, and compliments. Negative sanctions include 
restricted access to certain goods and services, gossip, 
frowns, impolite treatment, and ostracism. 

Law as Formalized Norms and Sanctions An-
thropologists describe laws as clearly defined norms, vi-
olations of which are punished through the application 
of formal sanctions by ruling authorities. In the 1960s, 
cultural anthropologist Leopold J. Pospisil attempted to 
distinguish law from other social norms, based on his re-
search among the Kapaukan tribe of New Guinea. He 
specified four criteria that must be present for a norm to 
be considered a law: (1) authority, (2) intention of uni-
versal application, (3) obligation, and (4) sanction (1967). 
To institutionalize legal decisions, a society must have 
members who possess recognized authority and can, 
therefore, intervene to settle disputes. These authorities 
must be able to enforce a verdict by either persuasion or 
force. Their verdicts must have universal application; that 
is, these decisions must be applied in the same manner if 
a similar situation arises in the future. This distinguishes 
legal decisions from those based purely on political 
expediency.

Obligation refers to the status relationships among 
the people involved in the conflict. If status relationships 
are unequal, the rights, duties, and obligations of the dif-
ferent parties can vary. Legal decisions must attempt to 
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define the rights and obligations of everyone involved 
and to restore or create an equitable solution for the 
community. Finally, punitive sanctions must be applied 
to carry out the legal decision. More recently in ethno-
graphic studies, anthropologists have abandoned any 
simplistic, universalistic aspect that separates law from 
norms. Presently, anthropologists study the language, 
symbolism, and discourse used in society to distinguish 
legal sanctions along with historical and global develop-
ments that have an influence on legal processes. PoLAR:
The Political and Legal Anthropology Review features 
many articles by anthropologists as they study legal pro-
cesses in many different countries of the world. 

Religion
As we saw in  Chapter  2, archaeologists have discovered 
some limited evidence of religious beliefs and practices 
associated with archaic Homo sapiens, or Neandertals, 
that date back to 100,000 years ago. Religion is a cultural 
universal, although specific beliefs and practices vary sig-
nificantly from one society to another. For example, some 
religions are based on the worship of an all-knowing, 
all-powerful supreme being, whereas others have many 
deities, and some may have no deities at all. The term 
religion is derived from the Latin term  religio, which has 
had different meanings in Western history. In some cases, 
it referred to a “transcendent” experience that individu-
als had beyond normal, everyday social life, but at other 
times, it referred to “superstition” or “piety” (Salver 1993). 
It has been extremely difficult for anthropologists to de-
fine religion with a simple formula because it varies so 
much from one region and culture to another (Scupin 
2008; Saler 1993; Boyer 2001). 

Humans learn their religious traditions through the 
process of enculturation. Religious convictions are, there-
fore, shaped by the historical and social situations in 
which a person lives. For example, a person enculturated 
in ancient Greece would most likely have believed in 
many deities, among whom Zeus was the most powerful. 

In studying the anthropology of religion, a criti-
cal point must be understood: Anthropologists are not 
concerned with the “truth” or “falsity” of any particular 
religious belief. As anthropology is partially based on 
the scientific method, the field of anthropology is not 
competent or able to investigate supernatural or meta-
physical questions that go beyond empirical data. Rather, 
anthropological research on religion focuses on the re-
lationship of doctrines, beliefs, and other religious ques-
tions to aspects of cognition, emotions, and society. Most 
anthropologists recognize that religious faith is not a 
testable proposition that can be analyzed by science or 
logic. Faith is beyond empirical findings that can be un-
covered by scientific investigation. The major questions 
posed by anthropologists are these: How do religious 
beliefs become established within a society? How do re-
ligious beliefs affect, relate to, and reflect the cognitive, 

emotional, and sociocultural conditions and concerns of 
a group of people? 

In addition, anthropologists often use the humanistic-
interpretive approach when analyzing religious beliefs, 
symbols, and myths. The late Clifford Geertz offered a 
sophisticated definition of religion to use as a tool in this 
humanistic-interpretive mode of understanding religion: 

A religion is a system of symbols which acts to establish 
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and 
motivations in men by formulating conceptions 
of a general order of existence and clothing these 
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that 
the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic. 
(197:90)

Let us examine this definition more closely. Central 
to any religion is a “system of symbols,” which includes 
all sacred objects, ranging from Christian crucifixes, Na-
tive American “medicine pouches,” and Buddhist relics to 
sacred myths such as Genesis or the Ramayana of Hindu-
ism. These symbols produce “moods,” such as happiness 
and sadness, and “motivations” that provide direction or 
ethical goals in a person’s life. Hence, religious symbols 
enhance particular feelings and dispositions, creating an 
intense sense of awe in individuals. This sense of awe is 
induced through the use of sacred symbols in rituals and 
other religious performances to create an atmosphere of 
mystery going beyond everyday experience. But religious 
symbols also create and reaffirm a worldview by “for-
mulating conceptions of a general order of existence.” 
This worldview provides meaning or purpose to life and 
the universe. A religious worldview helps people dis-
cern the meaning of pain and suffering in the world. 
Sacred myths help people make sense of the world and 
also explain and justify cultural values and social rules. 
One problem with Geertz’s definition of religion is that it 
does not recognize the diversity of cultural beliefs, world-
views (a questionable concept), and symbolic meanings 
and the multiplicity of practices and variation within any 
religious tradition—something that Geertz himself did 
recognize later (2000). In other words, as we emphasized 
in earlier chapters, presently anthropologists are more 
aware that the concept of culture used in the past is not 
useful in understanding different religions or civilizations. 

More recently, anthropologist David Parkin has 
reconstructed Geertz’s definition of religion and com-
bined it with a more current anthropological under-
standing of emotions and cognition in his studies of 
Muslims in Zanzibar, East Africa (2007). Parkin suggests 
that Geertz’s definition tended to separate emotions and 
cognition in categorical ways, and today anthropologists 
recognize that emotions and cognition are inextricably 
combined. The ethnographic study of the Islamic tradi-
tion in Zanzibar by Parkin indicates that these people 
learn their religion through formal modes of cognition, 
but unconscious cognitive and emotional processes influ-
ence what they learn. 
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Myths
The study of religious traditions includes the analysis and 
interpretation of myths. Myths consist of a people’s as-
sumed knowledge about the universe and the natural 
and supernatural worlds and about humanity’s place in 
these worlds. In Chapter 2, we presented some basic 
myths or cosmologies regarding the creation of the uni-
verse. All societies have such sacred myths. Anthropolo-
gists focus on a number of questions regarding myths: 
Why do myths of a particular type exist in different soci-
eties? What is the relationship between myths and other 
aspects of sociocultural systems? Are myths distortions of 
historical events? Or as Geertz suggested, do myths pro-
vide a blueprint for comprehending the natural and so-
cial world for a society? What are the functions of myths? 
How are myths interpreted and reinterpreted by different 
people within the society? 

Rituals
The final portion of Geertz’s definition—that these sys-
tems of symbols act to clothe those conceptions in “such 
an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations 
seem uniquely realistic”—attempts to deal with the ques-
tion often asked about religious belief: How do humans 
come to believe in ideas about spirits, souls, revelations, 
and many unsupportable or untestable conceptions? 
Geertz’s answer to this question is that religious rituals 
in which humans participate create an “aura of factual-
ity.” It is through ritual that deeper realities are reached. 
Religion is nonempirical and nonrational in its search for 
truth. It is not based on conclusions from scientific expe-
rience, but is “prior” to experience. Religious truth is not 

“inductive,” providing evidence for metaphysical expla-
nations. It symbolically and abstractly evokes the ultimate 
concerns of humans. Through ritual activities, these sym-
bolic and abstract nonempirical truths are given meaning. 

Religious rituals consist of repetitive behaviors that 
communicate sacred symbols to members of society. Ex-
amples of religious rituals are the Catholic mass, Jewish 
Passover rites, and Native American sweat lodge rites, 
which include prayer, meditation, and other spiritual 
communication. Anthropologist Edmund Leach (1966) 
emphasized that religious rituals communicate these sa-
cred symbols and information in a condensed manner. 
He noted that the verbal part of a ritual is not separa-
ble from the behavioral part and that rituals can have 
different symbolic meanings for people in a society. 
In other words, religious rituals convey a unique, per-
sonal, psychological experience for every individual who 
participates.

Recently, the anthropologist Harvey Whitehouse, 
using a cognitive-evolutionary approach suggests that 
there are two different modes of religiosity, the doctri-
nal and imagistic (Whitehouse 2004). The doctrinal mode 
is the formal scriptural or oral traditions that are associ-
ated with what children and adults learn from constant 
repetition within their religious tradition. In contrast, the 
imagistic mode is deeply emotional and results from an 
intense personal experience that an individual has with 
their religious tradition. In many cases, Whitehouse sug-
gests, the imagistic mode of religiosity results from what 
he calls “flashbulb memories” from singular incidents that 
an individual has in ritual experiences. He has been do-
ing ethnographic research on traumatic puberty life cycle 
initiation rituals in Melanesia and describes how these 

One function of religion is to help 
people cope with major events and 
crises, such as death. 
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rituals create flashbulb memories that result in an imag-
istic mode of religiosity for these males. This distinction 
between doctrinal and imagistic modes of religiosity has 
been an important means of understanding religious ritu-
als for contemporary anthropologists. 

Religious Specialists 
One important area of research in the anthropology of 
religion is the study of religious specialists in different so-
cieties. Every society has certain individuals who possess 
specialized sacred knowledge. Such individuals officiate 
over rituals and interpret myths. The type of religious 
specialist varies with the form of sociocultural system. 
Shamans are usually part-time religious practitioners 
who are believed to have contact with supernatural be-
ings and powers. They do not have a formalized official 
status as religious practitioners in their respective societ-
ies. As we shall see in later chapters, shamans are in-
volved in various types of healing activities, treating both 
physical and psychological illnesses. Aside from their re-
ligious functions, they participate in the same subsistence 
activities and functions as anyone else in their society. 
Anthropologists also use terms such as  native healer,
medicine man, and medicine woman to refer to these 
practitioners.

The terms  priest and  priestess refer to full-time re-
ligious specialists who serve in an official capacity as a 
custodian of sacred knowledge. In contrast to shamans, 
priests and priestesses are usually trained through formal 
educational processes to maintain religious traditions and 
rituals. Priests and priestesses are usually associated with 
more complex sociocultural systems. 

Religious Movements 
Another topic of interest in the anthropology of reli-
gion is the analysis of religious movements. In early 
approaches of the social sciences, religion was viewed 
simply as an outcome of certain economic or political 
conditions in society. It was assumed that as society de-
veloped modern economic and political institutions, reli-
gious traditions would disappear. Religion was viewed as 
a peripheral element that served only to conserve society 
as a static system. Today, however, some anthropologists 
have begun to analyze religious beliefs and worldviews 
as major variables that induce societal change. For exam-
ple, cultural anthropologists studying Islamic fundamen-
talist movements have concluded that, in the Middle East, 
religion is a major force for social change. These new 
modes of understanding and explaining religious move-
ments are analyzed in subsequent chapters. 

Cognition and Religion 
In Chapter 4, we introduced the fields of cognitive 
anthropology and evolutionary psychology. Cognitive an-
thropologists Pascal Boyer and Scott Atran have drawn 

on these two fields in order to explore religion. In Boy-
er’s book Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Origins of 
Religious Thought (2001) and Atran’s book  In Gods We 
Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion (2002), 
these anthropologists both recognize the importance of 
the humanistic-interpretive approach in understanding re-
ligion, but they also want to explore the scientific-causal 
aspects of religion and the universal aspects of religion 
everywhere. These anthropologists investigate questions 
such as these: Why does religion matter so much in peo-
ple’s lives everywhere? Are there any common features 
of religion? Why do certain types of religious beliefs de-
velop, rather than other types? Drawing upon a vast range 
of cross-cultural data, these anthropologists suggest that 
evolution and natural selection have designed the human 
mind to be “religious.” Although there is a tremendous di-
versity of religious traditions throughout the world, some 
types of religious beliefs have more resilience and are re-
tained and culturally transmitted by humans more than 
others. In all societies, children are exposed to various 
religious beliefs and practices. But as Atran and Boyer 
emphasize, because of specific predispositions and 
intuitions within our evolutionary-designed mind, 
certain forms of religious beliefs and concepts have 
exceptional relevance and meaning for humans. 

Based on an enormous amount of data in experi-
mental psychology, Atran and Boyer examine what types 
of intuitive knowledge become evident to children. For 
example, Boyer notes that cognitive experiments indi-
cate that if a young child learns that a specific type of 
animal gives birth to offspring in a particular manner, he 
or she will intuitively understand that other types of ani-
mals within the same species will give birth in the same 
manner. The child does not have to be exposed to ev-
ery type of experience in order to develop this intuitive 
knowledge and make inferences and predictions about 
various natural phenomena. It appears that, as humans, 
we build on mental templates such as ANIMAL, PLANT, 
PERSON, ARTIFACT, or TOOL. These templates become 
the basis of inferential and intuitive knowledge that we 
use to comprehend the world. Children know that ob-
jects such as tools or artifacts do not move around or 
give birth like animals. Boyer does not claim that chil-
dren are born with these mental templates but rather 
that as their minds develop, children will acquire these 
templates from an interaction between innate predispo-
sitions and a normal environment. Just as children who 
are not isolated from language acquire their linguistic 
skills and abilities readily within a normal speaking en-
vironment (see Chapter 5), they also develop their in-
tuitive knowledge to make inferences about the world. 
These inferential systems and intuitive insights do not 
just enable children to comprehend the natural world. 
They also provide specialized mechanisms to intuitively 
understand and empathize with other people’s minds 
and adjust behaviorally and morally to the social world. 
Children at an early age learn that other persons have 
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thoughts and intentions and that they can rely on these 
intuitions to engage in social and moral relationships 
with other people. 

In contrast to the intuitive knowledge and infer-
ences that become a reliable basis for comprehending 
the natural and social world, both Atran and Boyer em-
phasize that religious beliefs and knowledge are mostly 
counterintuitive. Religious spirits and gods have prop-
erties that normal people do not have. Although most 
humans treat religious spirits and gods as persons, they 
are radically different from what our intuitions tell us 
about persons. For the most part, they do not eat, grow 
old, or die; they can even fly through space, become 
invisible, change shape, and perceive our innermost 
thoughts. Gods and spirits become invisible partners 
and friends of people, but these spiritual beings are un-
like normal persons. These spiritual agents can be at 
several places at one time and have full access to our 
innermost thoughts and specific behaviors and actions. 
Some societies have a concept of a god that knows ev-
erything. Children at an early age and adults understand 
that normal persons do not have these capacities for 
knowledge. 

These counterintuitive abilities of spirits and gods, 
including their full access to our thoughts and specific 
behaviors, are “attention-grabbing” for humans through-
out the world. Spiritual agents who have this full access 
to knowledge become extremely relevant in under-
standing human social and moral conditions. Beings 
that can know our innermost thoughts and all of our 
behaviors resonate with our social and moral intuitions. 
Thus, religious beliefs and concepts become wide-
spread and plausible in all societies because of the way 
human cognition is organized and designed. Beliefs in 
witches, ancestral spirits, and angry or beneficent gods 
become easily represented in all cultures because they 
are dependent on our human cognitive capacities and 
intuitive understandings of the natural and social world. 
These religious phenomena activate and trigger our hu-
man cognitive capacities and intuitive abilities, which 
results in the universal distribution of certain types of 
spiritual beliefs and concepts. 

Both Atran and Boyer explain why religious beliefs 
have become so powerful throughout human prehis-
tory and history. They do not suggest that there is a spe-
cialized area of the brain, or “religious instinct” that is 
a religious center that handles god- or spiritual-related 
thoughts. In addition, they do not suggest that there are 
specific people who have exceptional religious abilities 
and were responsible for establishing religious beliefs 
and practices. Religion, like other everyday matters in our 
natural and social circumstances, does not require special 
capacities. Rather, religious beliefs and concepts become 
relevant to humans everywhere because they readily co-
incide with our cognitive capacities and our intuitive and 

inferential abilities. These religious beliefs and concepts 
are likely to have a direct effect on people’s thoughts, 
emotions, and morality. 

In addition, religious beliefs are different from sci-
entific theories in that they don’t easily assimilate with 
our cognitive dispositions and intuitions. Religious beliefs 
have commonalities such as spiritual agents that have full 
access to our innermost thoughts, concepts of life after 
death, and concepts of morality all over the world and 
most likely have a long evolutionary history. Other reli-
gious beliefs may have developed in the past, but they 
did not have the cognitive resilience or sustaining power 
of the ones known today, and they disappeared. The re-
ligious beliefs that still exist have a central relevance to 
many people, are extremely powerful, and converge with 
their cognitive capacities and abilities. In some cases, 
people give up their lives or kill others based on their 
particular religious beliefs. Atran’s and Boyer’s explora-
tion of the interconnection between human cognition 
and religious expression has contributed to anthropologi-
cal hypotheses about our cognitive capacities and about 
links between biological and psychological develop-
ments and our religious life. Many other cognitive anthro-
pologists are following up on these studies to support or 
negate their hypotheses. 

Cross-Cultural Research 
This chapter has focused on the analysis of universals 
and variables and their interconnections within specific 
societies. Although the primary objective of ethnographic 
research is to improve our understanding of a particular 
sociocultural system, another aim is to provide a basis 
for comparing different societies and to offer general ex-
planations for human behavior. Specific ethnographies 
provide the necessary data for this type of cross-cultural 
research. This cross-cultural research is usually referred 
to as ethnological research. Anthropologists use ethno-
logical research to further explore the universal and spe-
cific cultural conditions that influence the development 
of societies throughout the world. 

Cross-cultural research has been an ongoing project 
in anthropology for the past hundred years or so. Re-
cently, a great deal of ethnographic data has been com-
puterized in the Human Relations Area Files, commonly 
known as the HRAF. The HRAF contains descriptive 
ethnographic data on more than three-hundred societ-
ies. Initiated by George P. Murdock of Yale University, 
it is made up of original ethnographic descriptions clas-
sified for cross-cultural research purposes. Murdock 
incorporated data on 862 societies in his Ethnographic 
Atlas (1981b) and on 563 societies that cover the ma-
jor geographic regions of the world in his  Atlas of World 
Cultures (1981a). These ethnographic databases enable 
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scholars to retrieve information quickly and can be used 
for statistical and computerized cross-cultural research. 
They are extremely valuable sources for assessing the dif-
ferences and similarities among cultures. Cross-cultural 
studies allow anthropologists to make distinctions be-
tween behaviors that are culture-specific and those that 
are universal. These distinctions help anthropologists 
provide general explanations for human behavior. In do-
ing so, these studies help fulfill the major goals of anthro-
pological research. 

Cross-cultural methods have some limitations, how-
ever. One major weakness is that some cultural an-
thropologists in the past may not have taken historical 
circumstances into account when describing the par-
ticular conditions in a society. This omission may have 
led to a static, unchanging portrait of the society stud-
ied. For example, the description of the economic prac-
tices of people in Africa, Asia, or the Pacific Islands 
may not make sense outside of a specific historical con-
text. These societies had historical relationships with 

other societies outside of their own cultural boundar-
ies, and these relationships resulted in changes in the 
particular economic practices observed by the cultural 
anthropologist. In later chapters of this text, we explore 
why cultural anthropologists must understand the his-
torical context of the different societies that they study 
so that they can fully comprehend the behavior being 
observed. 

Another problem with cross-cultural studies lies with 
faulty ethnographic reporting, which can produce unreli-
able data, contributing, in turn, to a distorted image of 
the society being studied. Consequently, anthropologists 
approach cross-cultural research with caution. Contem-
porary anthropologists who use these data must review 
the work of their predecessors who gathered the basic 
information to assess its validity. Through careful exami-
nation of the original data in the HRAF and other cross-
cultural databases, modern anthropologists will make 
further progress toward formulating sound generaliza-
tions regarding the cultures of humankind. 

Summary 
Cultural anthropologists conduct fieldwork in different 
societies to examine people’s lifestyles and behavior. 
They describe societies in written studies called ethnog-
raphies, which focus upon behavior and thought among 
the people studied. Cultural anthropologists must use 
systematic research methods and strategies in their ex-
amination of society. Their basic research method is par-
ticipant observation, which involves participating in the 
activities of the people they are studying. 

In their analyses of sociocultural systems, anthropolo-
gists investigate cause-and-effect relationships among dif-
ferent variables. They use a multidimensional approach, 
examining the interaction among many variables to pro-
vide explanations for the similarities and differences among 
societies. Anthropologists explore the interaction between 
the environment and subsistence practices. They examine 
the biomes of different regions to determine the influence 
of environment on societal development. They investigate 
fertility, mortality, and migration to detect changes in demo-
graphic conditions. They also investigate the relationship 
between cultural values and population. Technological and 
economic variables are assessed in the analysis of society 
and culture. The technology and economy of a society pro-
duce distinctive differences in the division of labor. Anthro-
pologists find that technology and economic conditions are 
also influenced by cultural values and norms. 

Another area of research is social structure, in-
cluding the family, marriage, kinship, gender, and age. 
These components of social structure are related to the 
division of labor and other cultural conditions. Anthro-
pologists explore different types of political organiza-
tions and legal systems. Through detailed ethnological 
research and cross-cultural comparisons, anthropolo-
gists have found that specific types of political and legal 
systems have been influenced by various societal con-
ditions. To analyze different forms of political systems, 
anthropologists classify societies into bands, tribes, 
chiefdoms, and states. 

The anthropology of religion is devoted to the exami-
nation of diverse religious beliefs and worldviews. Myths, 
rituals, religious specialists, and religious movements are 
explored in relationship to other aspects of society. Some 
anthropologists use the humanistic-interpretive method 
to understand the symbols, myths, rituals, and meaning 
of religious practices. Other anthropologists focus on the 
universality of religion and how it is linked with human 
psychological processes. 

Many ethnographic data have been coded for com-
puter use in cross-cultural studies. These cross-cultural 
studies can be employed to develop general explanations 
regarding human behavior in specific societies and across 
cultural boundaries. 
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Questions to Think About 
1. What are some of the things that cultural anthropolo-

gists have to do to prepare themselves for fieldwork? 

 2.  What are some of the research goals of demographic 
anthropologists as they relate to fieldwork? Why is a 
demographic perspective important in anthropologi-
cal research? 

 3.  Do you think that technology is the primary source 
of sociocultural change? Do values play any role in 
sociocultural change? 

4. What are the basic components of the economy and 
the division of labor? 

5. What are the basic components or patterns of family 
and marriage from an anthropological view? 

6. Have you ever gone through a rite of passage? If 
so, what was it? Have you experienced more than 
one? Pick one rite of passage that you have expe-
rienced and describe it in terms of Van Gennep’s 
stages of separation, marginality, and incorporation 
(aggregation).

7. What is the difference between legitimate and ille-
gitimate political power? Give an example of each. 

8. Review Geertz’s definition of religion. What do you 
think are the strengths and/or weaknesses of his 
definition?

9. What are the benefits and limitations of conducting 
cross-cultural research? 
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Chapter Questions 

� What are some of the stereotypes and images about 
hunter-gatherer societies? 

� How are the environments of the modern foraging or 
band societies different from those of the Paleolithic? 

� What are the distinguishing features of the population, 
economy, social life, political systems, and religious 
traditions of band societies? 

Cultural Evolution: 
A Contemporary Model 

I
n the next five chapters of this book, we will be 
discussing different forms of societies described 
by anthropologists: bands, tribes, chiefdoms, agricul-
tural states, and industrial states. We want to empha-

size that the organization of the chapters from bands to 
states is not to endorse a unilineal view of evolution that 
nineteenth-century anthropologists proposed. Contem-
porary anthropologists are very aware of the consider-
able problems with a unilineal, ladder-like evolutionary 
perspective. As discussed in Chapter 6, contemporary an-
thropologists view cultural evolution as multilineal with 
tremendous variations within these different forms of 
societies depending on ecological, historical, economic, 
and political conditions and many other factors. Contem-
porary anthropologists are also cognizant of the manner 
in which different forms of societies may oscillate from 
one form to another during different periods of time. 
Throughout these next five chapters, we will be criticiz-
ing the unilineal evolutionary perspectives and highlight-
ing the tremendous variation within these different forms 
of societies discussed. We will note within the different 
chapters how categories such as tribe and chiefdom have 
been subject to much criticism by anthropologists. How-
ever, we do think that these categories are useful as ideal 
types or heuristic tools to begin to understand different 
aspects of various societies and cultural evolution. 

Basic Questions about Band 
or Hunter-Gatherer Societies 
In Chapter 2, we discussed the Paleolithic period (Old 
Stone Age) and the emergence of hunting and gathering, 
which as a means of subsistence goes back to at least 
one million years ago. As the next chapter shows, food 
production as a subsistence pattern developed rela-
tively recently, about 12,000 to 10,000 years ago. Thus, 
for almost 99 percent of humanity’s life span, humans 
lived as foragers. This lifestyle has been the most endur-
ing and persistent adaptation humans have ever achieved. 

Therefore, band societies have been the basic type of so-
ciocultural system for perhaps as long as one million years. 
In this chapter, we discuss what anthropologists have 
learned from their ethnographic studies of contemporary 
hunting-and-gathering societies or band societies. When 
archaeologists do studies of the artifacts found during the 
Paleolithic to understand the human past, they often look 
to the ethnographic studies of modern hunter-gatherers. 
As we shall see, most contemporary hunter-gatherer 
societies, with their relatively small groups, low popula-
tion density, highly nomadic subsistence strategies, and 
loosely defined territorial boundaries, have social organi-
zations that tie kin (related individuals) together and fos-
ter unity within and among groups. Constant circulation 
of material goods in such societies not only enhances 
and maintains kin ties through mutual obligations, but 
also inhibits the accumulation of wealth by any individu-
als in the society. This enables these societies to remain 
egalitarian—to have very small differences in wealth 
among individuals. There are no rich or poor in most of 
these societies. 

Also, the most common form of political organiza-
tion among ethnographically documented hunter-gath-
erer societies is the band, a fairly small group of people 
tied together by close kinship relations. A band is the 
least complex form of political system—and most likely 
the oldest. Typically, as we will see, each band is politi-
cally independent of the others and has its own internal 
leadership. Most of the leaders in the bands are males, 
but females also take on some important leadership 
roles. Leaders are chosen because of their skills in hunt-
ing, food collecting, communication, decision making, 
or other personal abilities. Political leaders, however, 
generally do not control the group’s economic resources 
or exercise political power as they do in other societ-
ies, and there is little, if any, social stratification between 
political leaders and others in the band. In other words, 
band societies are highly  egalitarian, with no major dif-
ferences between those with and those without wealth 
or political power. Thus, leaders of bands must lead by 
persuasion and personal influence, rather than by coerc-
ing or withholding resources. Leaders do not maintain 
a military or police force and thus have no definitive 
authority.

Although it is tempting to draw a similar picture of 
Paleolithic or Old Stone Age hunters, the analogy is not 
without limitations. The archaeological record of the 
Paleolithic is consistent with small kin-based groups. 
Yet, archaeological information on Paleolithic hunter-
gatherers suggests that their subsistence strategies var-
ied substantially and probably included the beginnings 
of some of the complexity, socioeconomic inequality, 
and the more sedentary lifestyle that characterize more 
recent periods (Price and Brown 1985; Jochim 1998; 
Boyd and Richerson 1992). In addition, anthropolo-
gists have found a vast range of different subsistence 
and technological developments among both past and 
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contemporary hunter- gatherer societies throughout the 
world (Kelly 1995; Ames 2004). And as Chapter 10 on 
chiefdoms shows, there are some hunting-gathering societ-
ies that were settled and  not nomadic and that evolved a 
much more complex economic, social, and political cul-
ture primarily because of the environmental and demo-
graphic conditions that existed in some areas of the world. 

Also, as discussed at the end of this chapter, the con-
temporary hunting-gathering societies are not living “fos-
sils” of the Old Stone Age, but fully modern humans just 
like you and me. In contrast to Paleolithic hunting-and-
gathering societies that resided in nearly all the major 
biomes and environments of the world, contemporary band 
societies exist only in limited, marginal environments, those 
that are not suitable for intensive agriculture and tremen-
dous population increases. In addition, and most impor-
tantly, these modern human band societies are enmeshed 
in the process of globalization, which 
has had dramatic consequences for their 
lifestyle. And these contemporary hunter-
gatherer societies have been in contact 
with outsiders such as the agricultural so-
cieties surrounding them for many years 
(Bailey et al. 1989; Ames 2004). Thus, 
what we learn from contemporary band 
societies does not inform us about the 
“pristine” Paleolithic societies. 

Most nineteenth-century Western 
(and non-Western) scholars, scien-
tists, politicians, and others, including 
anthropologists, had very racist and 
ethnocentric beliefs about “savages,” 
“barbarians,” and “culturally infe-
rior peoples with low intelligence” 
throughout the world. Reflecting 
the views of the nineteenth century, 
Mark Twain considered the Shoshone 
Indians of the Great Basin in Nevada 
to be “the wretchedest type of man-
kind I have ever seen up to this writing” (Wright 2000). 

Sometimes, these views are still perpetuated about 
contemporary hunting-and-gathering societies in 
Africa, Asia, and South America. However, in the 
twentieth century, cultural anthropologists began 
to conduct long-term ethnographic research among these 
people and discovered that the people within these so-
cieties have very complex beliefs and a tremendous 
amount of cultural knowledge about the plants, animals, 
medical techniques, and environments in which they 
have been living. Most importantly, contemporary hunt-
ers and gatherers are modern peoples like us who have 
adapted to more extreme, marginal environmental and 
ecological conditions than we have in modern societies. 
And we have also learned that some people from these 
band societies (such as the Shoshone Indians) have be-
come educated in different areas of the world today 
to become computer scientists, engineers, and even 

anthropologists. Their intelligence or intellectual capaci-
ties allow them to learn new languages, mathematics, 
and other modern technologies just as other modern 
peoples do. 

However, the basic question still arises in many 
people’s minds: If these hunting-and-gathering peoples 
are generally as intelligent and modern as we in the in-
dustrialized and more advanced societies of the world 
are, why did they not develop more complex technol-
ogies and subsistence strategies where they lived? In 
other words, from our contemporary perspective in our 
advanced high-tech world, why did these hunter-gath-
erers continue to rely on their “antiquated” techniques 
and social life for coping in their environments? Why 
didn’t they develop computers and other high-tech ac-
couterments in their societies as we have in our own? 
As we shall see in this chapter and the later chapters 

on other preindustrial societies, con-
temporary ethnographic research has 
demonstrated that part of the reason 
for the perceived lack of technological 
and cultural development is the geo-
graphical, environmental, ecological, 
and historical circumstances that have 
influenced the development of these 
societies and cultural traditions. 

For example, with respect to the 
geographical and ecological factors 
that have had an influence on the de-
velopment of certain technological 
and sociocultural conditions in sub-
Saharan Africa, prehistoric North 
and South America, some areas of 
the Pacific Islands, and Asia, Jared 
Diamond’s book Guns, Germs, and 
Steel: The Fates of Human Societ-
ies (1997) has been influenced by 
many anthropologists. Diamond draws 
on ethnographic research about the 

plants, animals, and cultures of the Pacific Islands of 
Papua New Guinea, and he draws upon an enormous 
range of geographic, ecological, archaeological, and 
historical data to help explain why the Eurasian conti-
nent, which includes Europe, Russia, and China, had 
some definite geographical and ecological advantages—
compared to sub-Saharan Africa, prehistoric North and 
South America, the Pacific Islands, and elsewhere—that 
resulted in the development of complex societies in 
that continental region. He notes that the Eurasian conti-
nent had early connections with the Near East or Fertile 
Crescent areas of the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates Rivers 
(see Chapter 11), which contained species of plants and 
animals such as wheat, barley, oats, sheep, cattle, goats, 
pigs, and horses that were easily domesticated for the de-
velopment of complex agricultural societies. These ideas 
spread rapidly across the Mediterranean areas of Greece 
and Rome to other areas of Europe and beyond. 
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In contrast, sub-Saharan Africa, the Pacific Island 
areas such as Australia, and the Americas had very few 
species of animals and plants that could be domesti-
cated; they also had major geographical obstacles such as 
large tropical rain forests, deserts, and infertile land that 
inhibited the development of agriculture and the rapid 
diffusion or spread of technologies and ideas from one 
area to the next. These factors limited the technologi-
cal and sociocultural developments of these areas of the 
world, whereas the ecological and geographical advan-
tages enjoyed on the Eurasian continent fostered more 
complex technological and sociocultural developments. 
Although some archaeologists and anthropologists have 
refined Diamond’s understanding of these developments 
in different areas of the world, they concur that these 
geographical and environmental factors did have an 
enormous influence on technological and sociocultural 
developments for preindustrial societies. 

You will notice that in this chapter we refer to hunter-
gatherers in both the past and the present tenses. As a 
result of contacts with other peoples, many traditional 
practices and institutions of band societies have been 
transformed. The past tense is used to describe these tradi-
tional phenomena. Those traditions that have managed to 
persist into the present are discussed in the present tense. 

Modern Foraging Environments 
and Subsistence 
During the last 10,000 years, hunting-gathering, band, 
or foraging societies have become fewer and fewer in 
number and are now restricted to marginal environments. 

Deserts, tropical rain forests, and Arctic areas are con-
sidered marginal environments because  until recently
too much investment in both labor and capital were 
needed to irrigate deserts, slash down tropical forests for 
agriculture, or cultivate crops in the Arctic. Consequently, 
those few foraging or hunter-gatherer societies that ad-
justed to these marginal environments managed to exist 
in relative isolation from surrounding groups. Figure 8.1 
shows the locations of the major hunter-gatherer societies 
that are discussed in this chapter. 

Deserts
Various cultural-ecological studies have been done with 
foragers surviving in desert environments. One long-term 
study focuses on the !Kung San or Ju/’hoansi San of the 
Kalahari Desert in southwestern Africa. The San have oc-
cupied southern Africa for thousands of years along with 
another, biologically related population known popularly 
as the Hottentots, or Khoi. Archaeologist John Yellen 
(1985) located prehistoric sites in the Kalahari that have 
been dated to well over 11,000 years ago. This evidence 
suggests that the !Kung San were residing in this region 
before agriculture spread to the surrounding region. 

Most historians and archaeologists agree that the pro-
cesses of migration and culture contact with surround-
ing societies have affected the !Kung San and that the 
“modern” !Kung San do not represent a pure remnant 
of Paleolithic society. The frequency of interaction with 
other cultures accelerated for the San as Europeans set-
tled throughout southern Africa in the eighteenth century 
(see Chapter 14). The San people (Bushmen) of southern 

Figure 8.1 Hunter-gatherer societies discussed in this chapter. 
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Tropical Rain Forests 
Foragers have also adapted to the marginal environments 
of tropical rain forests. In Central Africa, there are approx-
imately ten linguistically distinct groups formerly known 
as “Pygmies” (the term, meaning “short stature,” has a 
long history going back to ancient Egypt and is consid-
ered a pejorative term by these native people today). The 
major groups that have been studied most thoroughly 
are the Efé, Mbuti, and Aka of the northeastern area of 
the Congo-Zaire and the Baka of southeastern Cameroon 
(Hewlett 1996). Although these groups have some com-
mon cultural characteristics, there are also fundamen-
tal variations in culture among them. Typically, these 
foragers spend at least four months of the year in the 
tropical rain forest hunting and gathering. Though they 
identify strongly with forest living, they maintain regular 
contact through trade and exchange with groups outside 
of the forest. Thus, none of these groups are completely 
isolated. Some of the groups such as the Efé have more 
sustained dependent relationships with outsiders than 
others, which influences their social organization and 
culture (Bailey 1991). 

The group of foragers known as the Mbuti resides 
in the luxuriant Ituri rain forest. The first evidence of the 
Mbuti peoples came from early Egyptian accounts of an 
expedition into the Ituri forest. From other archaeological 
data, it appears that the Mbuti have inhabited this region 
for at least 5,000 years. Yet they, too, were in contact 
with people residing outside of the rain forest. 

The late Colin Turnbull (1983) did some in-depth 
ethnographic research among the Mbuti in the 1960s. He 
found that the division of labor among the Mbuti is dif-
ferent from that of other hunting-and-gathering groups. 
Typically, the males hunt elephants, buffalo, wild pigs, 
and other game, and females gather vegetation. How-
ever, the entire group, including females and children, is 
often involved in the hunting endeavor. Mbuti males set 
up nets to capture the game, after which they stand guard 
with spears. Youths with bows and arrows stand farther 
back from the nets 

Africa consist of close to 100,000 people who reside in 
six countries (Angola, Botswana, Namibia, South Africa, 
Zambia, and Zimbabwe). Most of the San people re-
side in the countries of Botswana and Namibia in the 
Kalahari Desert and consist of different populations 
such as the G/ui San, !Xo San, Kua, and Ju/’hoansi San 
(Hitchcock 2004a). The Ju/’hoansi San, who currently 
number approximately 7,000, and live in Botswana and 
Namibia, have been studied by anthropologists for al-
most seventy years. 

Richard Lee, who has studied the Ju/’hoansi San from 
the 1960s through the present, provided a comprehensive 
picture of their traditional food-gathering and dietary prac-
tices. At the time he studied them in the 1960s and early 
1970s, between 60 and 80 percent of the Ju/’hoansi San 
diet consisted of nuts, roots, fruit, melons, and berries, 
which were gathered by the women. Meat from hunting 
was less common, providing only 20 to 30 percent of the 
diet. To procure this diet, the Ju/’hoansi San did not need 
to expend enormous amounts of time and energy. In fact, 
Lee estimated that Ju/’hoansi San adults spent between 
two and three days each week finding food. Women often 
were able to gather enough in one or two days to feed 
their families for a week, leaving time for resting, visiting, 
embroidering, and entertaining visitors. Males spent much 
of their leisure time in ritual activities, including curing 
ceremonies (Lee 1972b, 1979, 1993). 

Other foraging societies existed in various arid and 
semiarid desert biomes, an example being the Great Ba-
sin Shoshone, a Native American Indian group. Shoshone 
males hunted and trapped game, and Shoshone females 
gathered seeds, insects, and assorted vegetation. Both 
males and females harvested wild pinyon nuts, which the 
women mixed with seeds and insects and ground into 
flour for cooking. 

Many of the Australian Aborigines were hunter-
gatherers living in deserts that made up one-third of the 
continent. One group, known as the Arrernte, lived in the 
interior desert region. They subsisted 
on the various species of animals and 
plants found in their habitat. Women 
and children gathered seeds, roots, 
snails, insects, reptiles, burrow-
ing rodents, and eggs of birds and 
reptiles.

Arrernte males specialized in 
hunting larger game such as the 
kangaroo, the wallaby, and the os-
trichlike emu, as well as smaller 
birds and animals. Ethnographic 
studies indicate that Aborigines 
spent four to five hours per day 
per person in gathering food. 

The Ju/’hoansi San people of the 
Kalahari Desert. 
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females gathered larvae, caribou flies, maggots, and deer 
droppings that contained vegetation. 

Mobility and Subsistence 
No matter what their particular environment, most 
band societies share one characteristic: mobility. As 
food and other resources become scarce in one site, the 
groups have to move on to another. The Mbuti, for ex-
ample, reside in certain areas during the rainy season 
and other areas during other seasons, depending on the 
supply of game (Turnbull 1983). The Ju/’hoansi San 
move frequently in pursuit of resources. During the 
winter dry season, they congregate in large groupings 
around several watering holes, but during the rainy sea-
son, the groups disperse into small units. The Ju/’hoansi 
San move when subsistence requires it (Lee 1969). Most 
Inuit groups also have to move during different seasons 
to pursue game and other resources. For example, the 
Inuit of northwestern Alaska move from the coastal ar-
eas into the interior regions during the summer season to 
hunt herds of caribou. 

These nomadic behaviors are not arbitrary or spon-
taneous. Rather, they are carefully planned to minimize 
labor while providing vital resources. These patterns of 

to shoot any game that escapes, and women and children 
form semicircles to drive the game into the nets. More in-
dependent hunting is done by older males and youths, 
who may wander off to shoot monkeys and birds. 

Another hunting-gathering people, known as the 
Semang, inhabit the tropical forests of the Malaysian 
and Thai Peninsula. They live in the foothills and on 
the lower slopes of dense rain forests that have ex-
ceptionally heavy precipitation. Although in the past 
the Semang may have hunted large game such as el-
ephants and buffalo, they abandoned large-game hunt-
ing when they took up the blowgun instead of the bow 
and arrow (Keyes 1995). Today, Semang males fish 
and hunt small game. However, Semang subsistence 
depends primarily upon the wild fruits and vegetables, 
including yams, berries, nuts, and shoots, gathered by 
females. 

Arctic Regions 
Survival in Arctic conditions has inspired numerous 
creative adjustments by groups of foragers popularly 
known as the Eskimo. Eskimo used to be the common 
term for Arctic peoples around the globe. Today, these 
peoples in Canada and Greenland are usually designated 
Inuit, while in Alaska the term  Eskimo is still used to dis-
tinguish this group from other Native populations. This 
population is further subdivided into two groups: the In-
upiat ( Inupiaq in the singular) for Native Alaskans from 
the north and northwest, and Yupik and Siberian  Yupik
for those in the southwest and St. Lawrence Island (Arc-
tic Studies Center 2004). Early Inuit culture has been 
dated to at least 2500 B.C. Some Inuit live in northwest-
ern Alaska near the Bering Sea, and others live in the 
Arctic regions of northern Canada, extending eastward 
all the way to Greenland. The Eskimo in northwestern 
Alaska hunt sea mammals such as bowhead whales, 
seals, and walruses. Interior groups such as the Netsi-
lik in central Canada, who were studied by cultural an-
thropologist Asen Balikci and others, hunt caribou, musk 
oxen, an occasional polar bear, seals, and birds. They 
also fish in nearby bays. 

Because vegetation historically was scarce in Arctic re-
gions, it was a prized food. For example, after killing the 
caribou, male hunters ate the animal’s stomach so as to 
obtain the valued undigested vegetation. Although their 
diet consisted primarily of meat, the Inuit generally satis-
fied their basic nutritional requirements of carbohydrates, 
proteins, and vitamins from eating berries, green roots, 
fish, and fish oil. They preferred cooked foods, but boiling 
food over fires fueled by blubber oil was slow and expen-
sive; consequently, the Inuit ate most of their food raw. 

The division of labor among the Inuit was unlike 
that of most other foraging societies. Because of the scar-
city of vegetation, women were not specialized collec-
tors. However, during the summer season, males and 

Inuit hunter. 
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mobility represent an admirable appreciation and in-
timate knowledge of the environment in which these 
foragers reside. 

Demographic Conditions 
As we have seen, modern foragers live in marginal 
environments and travel from location to location. The 
requirement of mobility to procure resources has had 
a major effect on demographic conditions in these so-
cieties. Unlike food producers, hunters and gatherers 
must depend on the naturally occurring food resources 
in their territories. These food resources determine and 
limit excessive population growth. Generally, the pop-
ulation densities of foragers are extremely low as mea-
sured in relation to the limited carrying capacity of their 
environments.

Demographic studies such as those done by cultural 
anthropologists Richard Lee, Nancy Howell, and Patri-
cia Draper on the Ju/’hoansi San have enabled anthro-
pologists to make certain generalizations concerning 
demographic conditions among modern foragers. Popu-
lation size among the Ju/’hoansi San was carefully con-
trolled in a number of ways. According to Lee (1979), 
the Ju/’hoansi San tried to control the number of peo-
ple who could be supported in specific territories and 
provide sufficient resources. Having too many people 
leads to shortages of resources, whereas having too few 
people leads to ineffective foraging strategies. Despite 
their attempts to control their population in various 
ways at different times, like all people, the Ju/’hoansi 
San misjudged and sometimes paid the ultimate price for 
overpopulation.

Fissioning
One of the most important means of limiting population 
growth for foragers is fissioning. Fissioning is the mov-
ing of people from one group to another or the fragment-
ing of the group into smaller units when the population 
begins to increase and food or other material resources 
become scarce. Resource scarcity creates population 
pressure in the form of hardships and problems that 
emerge as the biome’s resources become overtaxed. 
In such cases, the typical response is for a portion of 
the population to migrate to another geographic re-
gion. Fissioning was most likely the primary means of 
population control for Paleolithic foragers and to some 
extent, explains the worldwide expansion of the human 
species. 

Fissioning is practiced by modern foragers to a lim-
ited extent. Its success depends upon the presence of 
unoccupied land into which the excess population can 
expand. In situations where an increasing population is 
surrounded by other populations and fissioning is not 

possible, conflict between groups becomes likely, al-
though sometimes fusion, or the combining of groups, 
occurs (Hammel and Howell 1987). 

Infanticide and Geronticide 
Another means of population control in some foraging 
societies is  infanticide, the deliberate abandonment or 
killing of infants, usually immediately after birth. Infan-
ticide has been well documented in foraging societies. 
Physical anthropologist Joseph Birdsell (1968) hypoth-
esized that infanticide is a means of spacing children. 
He argued that because a woman can carry only one 
child in her arms at a time as a nomadic gatherer, there 
is a need to space childbirth. Yet, this did not account 
for women who may have been carrying clothing or 
men who may be carrying children. When Nancy How-
ell (1979) did her ethnographic research among the 
San, she reported six cases out of 500 births, and thus 
infanticide among the San was not as common as earlier 
anthropologists such as Birdsell believed it was. It was 
practiced only if the child was severely deformed or in 
some other way physically challenged or if a mother 
had a child that was being nursed and could not sustain 
an additional child. 

Most cases of infanticide in these foraging societies 
appear to be decisions made by individuals in response 
to famine conditions or to anticipated food and material 
scarcities (Harris and Ross 1987). Infanticide in some of 
these societies is also associated with the birth of twins 
(supporting two children might be difficult or impossible) 
and of genetically abnormal infants. 

One popular legend about the Inuit and other peoples 
in the Arctic suggested that geronticide (the killing of old 
people) was very frequent. However, more recent ethno-
graphic research indicates that this practice was never uni-
versal among the Arctic peoples. It was common in some 
parts of their range, but more so among the Inuit (Green-
land to northern Alaska) than the Yupik (western and 
southwestern Alaska). Even among the Inuit, some groups 
found the practice repugnant. Where it was practiced, ge-
ronticide was rare except during famines. As long as there 
was enough food to go around, everyone got their share, 
including the relatively unproductive members. Given that 
the usual diet consisted of caribou, fish, and sea mammals, 
the supplies of which were fairly dependable, many years 
could pass between episodes of scarcity. Considering the 
dangers of hunting, the old and infirm who were not ex-
pected to hunt could live a long life. 

On the other hand, when food did run short 
among the Inuit, the old and sick may have been per-
ceived as a drain on the community. They may have 
been abandoned to die. The victim might be taken 
out in the wilderness and left there, or the whole vil-
lage might pick up and move away while the old per-
son slept. However, if the villagers were unexpectedly 
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restored to prosperity, they would return to welcome 
the abandoned person back into the community. Most 
of what has been called geronticide is better called  as-
sisted suicide. Assisted suicide was common throughout 
the range inhabited by Yupik and Inuit alike. In times 
of famine or hardship, older Inuit often believed they 
were a burden and asked their younger relatives to kill 
them. Similar requests could be made by any individual, 
young or old, for any number of reasons: pain, grief, 
or clinical depression. The person who was asked to 
help was obligated to comply even if he had misgivings 
(Oswalt 1999). 

Fertility Rates 
Other lines of demographic research investigate the rel-
atively slow rate of population growth for foraging so-
cieties. Some anthropologists are testing demographic 
hypotheses on the relationship among nutrition, physio-
logical stress, breast-feeding, and rates of fertility (Howell 
2000; Lee 1979). The purpose of these studies is to deter-
mine whether biological factors, rather than cultural prac-
tices such as infanticide, may induce low fertility rates 
and thus, slow population growth for foragers. 

For example, Nancy Howell’s research on the 
Ju/’hoansi San indicates that a low-caloric diet and 
the high energy rate needed for female foraging activi-
ties may postpone the occurrence of menarche, the on-
set of menstruation at puberty, which does not appear 
in Ju/’hoansi San females until a mean age of 16.6 years 
(Howell 2000), compared with 12.9 years in the United 
States. The low body weight of Ju/’hoansi San females, 
which averages 90 pounds, also influences the late onset 
of menarche. This slower rate of maturation may be re-
lated to the low fertility of the Ju/’hoansi San. 

Other studies have suggested that breast-feeding con-
tributes to low fertility rates. Breast-feeding stimulates the 
production of prolactin, a hormone that inhibits ovula-
tion and pregnancy (McKenna, Mosko, and Richard 1999). 
Ju/’hoansi San women breast-feed their infants for three 
to four years. Considering the workload and general eco-
logical conditions Ju/’hoansi San women must deal with, 
this prolonged nursing may produce a natural, optimal 
birth interval, or spacing of children (Blurton Jones 1986, 
1987). This factor, along with sexual abstinence, abor-
tion, infanticide, and delayed marriage, may be evidence 
of early forms of fertility control in prehistoric foraging 
societies.

Technology 
In Chapter 2, we discussed the evolution of technology 
during the Paleolithic period. The crude stone tools of 
the Lower Paleolithic gave way to the more sophisticated 
stone tool complex of the Upper Paleolithic. As humans 
migrated across the continents, technology became spe-
cialized, enabling populations to adjust to different types 
of environments. 

Until recently, anthropologists believed that many 
modern hunter-gatherers had limited technologies. 
Nineteenth-century anthropologists thought that these 
limited technologies reflected a simplicity of mind and 
lack of skill. Modern anthropologists, in contrast, regard 
these technologies as highly functional in particular eco-
logical conditions. These band societies also enhanced 
their technologies with many clever techniques, indicat-
ing that these technologies were not completely “static.” 
More importantly, remember that technology does not 
refer just to tools or artifacts; it also includes the cul-
tural knowledge that has to be maintained by the soci-
ety. All foraging peoples have an extensive knowledge 
of their environmental conditions and of the appropri-
ate means of solving technological problems in these 
environments. 

Desert foragers such as the Ju/’hoansi San use 
small bows and arrows and spears. Australian Aborigi-
nes did not have the bow and arrow, but they used 
the well-known boomerang (which did not return to the 
thrower), spears, and spear-throwers (atlatls) for hunting 
in desert areas. Some of the Australian Aborigines de-
veloped fishhooks for harvesting eels in various streams 
and canals that increased their potential resources. In 
tropical rain forests, foragers make traps, snares, and 
sometimes nets such as those used by the Mbuti. The 
Mbuti also make fire-hardened wooden spears and ar-
row tips for hunting. Some foraging groups, like the Se-
mang, use the blowgun for hunting game. Most of the 
desert and rain forest foragers use natural poisons to 
make their hunting more efficient. In some cases, the 
foragers place various types of poisons from plants in 
streams to kill fish. In other cases, they put poison on 
the tips of their arrows to kill game. 

As we have seen, fruit and vegetable gathering is 
at least as important as hunting in foraging societies. In 
the desert and tropical rain forest, the implements for 
gathering are uncomplicated. The cultural knowledge 
needed for gathering, however, is profound. The people 
need to know where to find the plants, when to find 
them during different seasons, which plants are edible, 
which plants are scarce or plentiful, and so on. In most 
cases, gathering food is the responsibility of women and 
children. The typical tool is a simple sharpened stick for 
digging up tubers or getting honey out of hives. Some-
times foragers also use net bags, bark, wooden bowls, or 
other natural objects to carry nuts, seeds, water, or fruit. 
For example, San women used large ostrich eggs to hold 
and carry water. 

An extremely complex foraging technology was cre-
ated by the Inuit (Eskimo) to procure animal food re-
sources. The classic Inuit technology has evolved over 
the past 3,000 years and includes equipment made from 
bone, stone, skin, wood, and ice. Inuit technology also 
includes kayaks, dogsleds, lances, fish spears, bows and 
arrows, harpoons with detachable points, traps, fish-
hooks, and soapstone lamps used with whale and seal oil 



Chapter 8 �  Band Societies 157

for heating and cooking. Unlike the desert and rain forest 
foragers, who wear very little clothing, the Eskimo peo-
ple have developed sophisticated techniques for curing 
hides from caribou and seals to make boots, parkas, and 
other necessary Arctic gear. They make snow goggles out 
of baleen and ivory that had narrow slits for their eyes 
to prevent snow blindness. However, again, one cannot 
simply categorize all of these “Eskimo” hunting-gathering 
societies into one simple “band” form of society. As Allen 
Johnson and Timothy Earle indicate in their cross-cultural 
research, another group of “Eskimo,” the Tareumiut, is 
closely related linguistically to other groups, but adopted 
a whale-hunting subsistence strategy with large  umiaks
or boats. This has enabled them to develop a much more 
complex sociocultural system that has allowed them to 
endure long, hard winters more comfortably than other 
Inuit (2000). 

Economics
Despite the vast differences in physical environment, 
subsistence, and technology, most foraging societies 
have very similar economic systems. The major form 
of economic system identified with these societies is 
called the reciprocal economic system (Sahlins 
1972). A reciprocal economic system is based on ex-
changes among family groups as a means of distrib-
uting goods and services throughout the society. The 
basic principle underlying this system is reciprocity,
the widespread sharing of goods and services in a soci-
ety. One reason for this system of reciprocal exchange 
is that food and other resources must usually be con-
sumed immediately. There is very little storage capacity 
for any surplus, so it makes sense to share what cannot 
be used anyway. 

Reciprocity 
The many descriptions of economic transactions and 
exchanges in foraging societies have led anthropologist 
Marshall Sahlins to distinguish three types of reciprocity: 
generalized, balanced, and negative (Sahlins 1965, 1972). 

Generalized Reciprocity Generalized reciprocity
is based upon the assumptions that an immediate return is 
not expected and that the value of the exchanges will 
balance out in the long run. Sometimes anthropologists 
refer to this type of reciprocity as delayed exchange. 
The value of the return is not specified, and no running 
account of repayment of transactions is calculated. Al-
though generalized reciprocity exists in all societies—for 
example, in the United States, parents pay for their off-
spring’s food, clothing, and shelter—in foraging societies 
these transactions form the basis of the economic system. 

Anthropologists used to refer to generalized reciproc-
ity as a gift to distinguish it from trade or barter. Nei-
ther altruism nor charity, however, accurately describes 
these transactions. Rather, these exchanges are based on 
socially recognized family and kinship statuses. Because 
such behaviors are expected, gratitude or recognition is 
usually not required. In fact, in this form of reciprocity, 
it might be impolite or insulting to indicate that a return 
is expected. For example, among the San and Eskimo 
foragers, a “thank you” for food or other services is inter-
preted as an insult (Freuchen 1961; Lee 1969). Generosity 
is required in these small-scale societies to reduce envy 
and social tensions, promote effective cooperation, dis-
tribute resources and services, and create obligations. 

Examples of generalized reciprocity occur among for-
agers like the Ju/’hoansi San, Mbuti, and Inuit (Eskimo). 
Aside from food, which is shared with everyone in the 
group, the San have a generalized delayed exchange 

A hunter using a blowgun in the rain forest. 
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system known as hxaro, which not only circulates goods 
but also—and primarily—solidifies social relationships 
by creating mutual obligations among related kin (Lee 
1993). Anthropologist Polly Weisner has been conducting 
a long-term study of the  hxaro system which involves 
exchanging goods ranging from beads, arrows, tools, and 
clothing (2002). Exchange partners were said to “hold 
each other in their hearts’’ and they were willing to assist 
one another when they were in need (Weissner 2002). 
Constant circulation of these material goods not only 
enhances and maintains kin ties through mutual obliga-
tions, but also inhibits the accumulation of wealth by any 
individuals in the society (Smith et al. 2010). This enables 
these societies to remain egalitarian, meaning that there 
are very small differences in wealth among individuals. 

Balanced Reciprocity A more direct type of recip-
rocal exchange with an explicit expectation of immediate 
return is  balanced reciprocity. This form of reciprocity 
is more utilitarian and more like trade and barter than 
is generalized reciprocity. The material aspect of the ex-
change is as important as the social aspect. People in-
volved in these transactions calculate the value of the 
exchanges, which are expected to be equivalent. If an 
equal return is not given, the original donor may not 
continue the exchange relationship. Balanced reciproc-
ity is usually found in the context of more distant kin-
ship relations. Because most exchanges and transactions 
in modern foraging societies take place among close kin, 
balanced reciprocity is practiced less frequently than is 
generalized reciprocity. 

Negative Reciprocity Sahlins (1972) defined neg-
ative reciprocity as the attempt to get something for 
nothing. Negative reciprocity means no reciprocity at all. 
It may involve bargaining, haggling, gambling, cheating, 
theft, or the outright seizure of goods. This reflects mis-
trust between and among groups. In general, negative 
reciprocity is least common in small-scale foraging societ-
ies, in which kinship relations and trust predominate. 

Exchange and Altruism In foraging societies, 
where reciprocity reigns, people may appear to outsiders 
as naturally generous, altruistic, and magnanimous. But 
as Lee noted in reference to the economy of the !Kung 
San or Ju/’hoansi San: 

If I had to point to one single feature that makes this 
way of life possible, I would focus on sharing. Each 
Ju is not an island unto himself or herself; each is part 
of a collective. It is a small, rudimentary collective, 
and at times a fragile one, but it is a collective 
nonetheless. What I mean is that the living group 
pools the resources that are brought into camp so that 
everyone receives an equitable share. The !Kung and 
people like them don’t do this out of nobility of soul 
or because they are made of better stuff than we 

are. In fact, they often gripe about sharing. They 
do it because it works for them and it enhances 
their survival. Without this core of sharing, life for 
the Ju/’hoansi would be harder and infi nitely less 
pleasant. (1993:60) 

It appears that these hunting-and-gathering peoples 
are no more “noble” or less “materialistic” than other 
people. Rather, the conditions of their existence have led 
them to develop economic practices that enable them to 
survive in their particular habitat. As humans, it appears 
that we reciprocate with one another in all societies. The 
strategy of “I’ll scratch your back and you scratch mine” 
is found everywhere. And in a small-scale foraging soci-
ety where trust can be generated among everyone, reci-
procity becomes highly generalized. 

Collective Ownership of Property 
In the nineteenth century, Lewis Morgan proposed that 
early economic systems associated with small-scale so-
cieties were communistic. In his book Ancient Society
([1877] 1964), Morgan claimed that during the early stages 
of cultural evolution, the productive technology and eco-
nomic resources were shared by everyone in the society. 
As indicated earlier, Morgan’s views shaped and influ-
enced the ideas of Karl Marx in his vision of early com-
munist and future communist societies. Today, Morgan’s 
views appear too simplistic to account for the vast range 
of economic systems found in small-scale societies. 

Ethnographic data indicate that hunting-and-gathering 
societies have differing forms of property relations, which 
reflect their particular ecological conditions. Among some 
groups, such as the Ju/’hoansi San, the Eskimo, and the 
Shoshone, where resources are widely distributed, cul-
tural anthropologists report that there are no exclusive 
rights to territory (Durning 1992; Smith et al., 2010). Al-
though specific families may be identified with a local 
camp area, territorial boundaries are extremely flexible, 
and exclusive ownership of resources within a territory 
is not well defined. For example, among the Ju/’hoansi 
San, land tenure was very complex. Areas of land rights 
were called n!orse  and  n!orse varied in terms of water 
and nut resources (Lee 1979; Weissner 2002). There were 
also sacred sites were frequently associated with territo-
ries that contained various resources such as water, wild 
plants, shade trees, fuel wood, and other items for tool-
making and were said to be owned by individual fami-
lies (Hitchcock 2004a). Yet, few restrictions were placed 
against other families or groups in using these resources 
(Weissner 2002; Lee 1979). Many foraging groups may 
have rights of temporary use or rights to claim resources 
if needed, but not the “once-and-for-all” abstract forms 
of property rights that exist in modern capitalist societies 
(Bloch 1983; Smith et al. 2010). 

However, in other foraging societies, such as that of 
the Owens Valley Paiute Indians who resided near the 
edge of the Great Basin region in the American West, 
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exclusive rights to territory were well defined and de-
fended against outsiders. The Paiute were heavily depen-
dent upon pinyon nuts, which were concentrated in one 
area and were a more predictable source of food than 
game animals. Specific territorial ties and exclusive rights 
to land carrying these resources became important for 
bands and families. The defense of these resources was 
economically beneficial to the Paiute. In a comparison 
of territorial rights among different hunter-gatherers, an-
thropologists Rada Dyson-Hudson and Eric Smith (1978) 
found that the greater the predictability and concentra-
tion of resources within a particular region, the more 
pronounced the conceptions of private ownership and 
exclusive rights to territory among foragers. 

Other forms of private property in foraging societies—
pets, ornaments, clothing, and items of technology such 
as bows, knives, scrapers, and blowguns—are associated 
with individuals. Such items are usually regarded as a 
form of private personal property over which the person 
who owns them has certain rights. 

The Original Affl uent Society? 
Until the 1960s, the traditional picture of foraging soci-
eties was that of people with limited technologies who 
were at the mercy of a harsh environment. It seemed that 
in these dire environmental circumstances, people had 
to work constantly to survive. In the 1960s, however, an-
thropologists began to draw on ethnographic studies to 
produce a much different image of hunter-gatherer soci-
eties. Modern cultural anthropologists gathered basic data 
on the types of production systems that hunter-gatherers 
use, the amount of time they spend in production and sub-
sistence, the role of mobility in their adaptation, and how 
long they live. 

The ethnographic data reported in Lee and DeVore’s 
(1968) work indicates that contemporary foraging societ-
ies usually have an adequate and reliable food base. Lee 
(1972a, 1972b, 1979, 1993), for example, has argued that 
the Ju/’hoansi San diet was nutritionally adequate. The 
data also indicate that these foragers expended minimal 
labor to provide for their basic physical needs. Finally, 
the life expectancy in these societies turns out to be much 
greater than was once thought. These findings have led 
some anthropologists to refer to foragers as “original afflu-
ent societies” or “leisured societies” (Sahlins 1972). Sahlins, 
for example, argued that the worldview and cultural val-
ues of foragers differ radically from those of capitalist so-
cieties. He suggested that the sharing-oriented economy 
of people such as the Ju/’hoansi San demonstrates that 
the forager’s needs are few and are easily satisfied by 
a relatively meager amount of labor time. In Sahlins’s 
view, foragers do not value the accumulation of material 
goods in the same way that people in modern capitalist 
societies do. 

It is obvious that for populations which have to main-
tain a nomadic lifestyle, the accumulation of resources 

would be unproductive. Material possessions would be 
burdensome when trekking across the ice of the Arctic 
or through the dense rain forests. Without a way to store 
large quantities of food, it would be irrational to accumu-
late food resources only to have them spoil. 

Further evidence of the affluence of foragers is 
drawn from the demographic conditions for these 
groups. For example, Lee argued that the composition 
of the Ju/’hoansi San population demonstrates that these 
people were not on the edge of starvation. Ten percent 
of the individuals surveyed by Lee were over 60 years of 
age, “a proportion that compares favorably to the per-
centage of elderly in industrialized populations” (Lee 
1968:36). The blind, senile, or disabled continued to be 
supported by the Ju/’hoansi. The system of reciprocal ex-
changes thus ensures the survival of these individuals. 

The Affl uence Hypothesis Challenged 
Some recent anthropological research, however, has chal-
lenged the notion of the original affluent societies. Al-
though the San and similar groups may spend only a few 
hours each day and a few days each week bringing in 
basic food resources, they must also spend time making 
tools, weapons, and clothing; processing and cook-
ing food; planning for future foraging activities; solving 
disputes; healing the sick; and raising children (Konner 
2002). In other words, we can view the Ju/’hoansi San 
and other foragers as affluent only if we restrict our defi-
nition of work to the actual quest for food. 

The study of the Ache who live in the rain forest 
of eastern Paraguay, illustrates the shortcomings of the 
affluence hypothesis. A team of cultural anthropologists 
analyzed Ache subsistence activities (Hill et al. 1985; 
Hill and Hurtado 1996). They discovered that Ache males 
spend forty to fifty hours a week in the quest for special 
kinds of food. Time-allocation studies such as this chal-
lenge the notion that all foragers spend minimal time in 
pursuit of food resources. 

Furthermore, recent medical research has chal-
lenged Lee’s arguments that the Ju/’hoansi San diet is 
nutritionally sound. Although the diet is well balanced 
in respect to carbohydrates, proteins, and fats, the over-
all caloric intake of the San appears to be inadequate. 
The small physical size of the San may be due to the 
fact that mothers usually have not supplemented nurs-
ing with additional food intake for infants more than 
six months old. Moreover, the entire San population has 
suffered from seasonal food shortages and starvation 
(Konner 2002). 

This recent research on the Ju/’hoansi San does not 
totally refute the overall hypothesis regarding the origi-
nal affluent societies. In general, it appears that in some 
cases, especially in the tropical rain forest, groups like the 
Mbuti and the Semang have an abundance of vegetables 
and fruits. In contrast, groups such as the Shoshone and 
the Ache have to expend much more time in securing 
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basic resources. When there is a ready presence of re-
sources, relative affluence is possible. But when these 
items are absent or less plentiful, subsistence becomes 
much more demanding. 

Another factor that influences the relative affluence of 
foraging societies is the ability to preserve resources over 
a period of time. Although most of these societies did 
not store food, groups such as the Inuit or other Arctic 
groups had limited storage capacities. Some Arctic forag-
ers dug holes beneath the permafrost so that they could 
store meat. The storage of meat, berries, and greens en-
abled these groups to maintain a certain amount of af-
fluence even in winter. They thus had a steady, reliable 
source of meat and vegetation as a base for subsistence 
activities.

In a new reassessment of wealth transmission among 
different hunter-gatherer societies, anthropologists Eric 
A. Smith and colleagues conclude that the portrait of 
these societies as purely communistic with pervasive 
equality is mistaken (2010a, 2010b). In addition to ma-
terial wealth, these anthropologists add embodied 
wealth, the physical or bodily health of individuals and 
groups and relational wealth, kinship networks and 
alliances that enhance an individual or groups success. 
Their reassessment indicates that are some relational 
wealth inequalities that have to do with supportive ex-
change networks and kinship alliances which tend to fa-
vor some individuals within specific families over others. 
Although material wealth is minimal in these foraging 
societies, embodied wealth such as health conditions and 
relational wealth or social connections are extremely im-
portant. Overall, this reassessment indicates that inequal-
ity in wealth is very moderate in general, and to a great 

extent, reflects the pioneering ethnographic descrip-
tions of the original affluent societies by anthropologist 
Richard Lee and others. 

Social Organization 
The fundamental social organization in foraging societies 
is based upon family, marriage, kinship, gender, and age. 
The two basic elements of social organization for forag-
ing populations are the nuclear family and the band. The 
nuclear family is the small family unit associated with 
procreation: parents and offspring. The nuclear family 
appears to be most adaptive for hunting-gathering societ-
ies because of the flexibility needed for the location and 
easy distribution and exchange of food resources and the 
other exigencies of hunting (Fox 1967; Pasternak 1976). 
Frequent nomadic mobility tended to favor small nuclear 
family groupings for foraging tasks. Typically, hunting 
and gathering is conducted by small groups of nuclear 
families. For example, during certain seasons the Baka 
forest people in Cameroon forage in the forest and build 
small huts made of bowed limbs covered with leaves for 
their nuclear families (Campagnoli 2005). Later during the 
season, these Baka nuclear families would settle in more 
permanent camps for several months with other relatives. 

The most common type of band is made up of a re-
lated cluster of nuclear families ranging in size from 20 to 
100 individuals. At times, in societies such as the desert-
dwelling Shoshone Indians, the bands may break up 
into nuclear families to locate food and other resources. 
Under other circumstances, several families may cooper-
ate in hunting and other foraging activities. In some in-
stances, bands may contain up to four or five (sometimes 

A Baka couple in West Africa. 
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more) extended families, in which married children and 
their offspring reside with their parents. These multifam-
ily bands provide the webs of kinship for foraging so-
cieties, enabling them to cooperate in subsistence and 
economic exchanges. 

The specific number of people in a band depends 
upon the carrying capacity of the natural environment. 
Most foraging groups had a range of 20 to 100 people. 
Foragers in the desert, the Arctic, and the tropical rain 
forest all lived in small multifamily bands residing in sep-
arate territories. Typically, band organization is extremely 
flexible, with members leaving and joining bands as cir-
cumstances demand. Personal conflicts and shortages of 
resources may encourage people to move into or out 
of bands. In some cases, when food or water resources 
are scarce, whole bands may move into the territories of 
other bands. 

Marriage and Kinship 
Although a number of foraging groups such as the Ache 
practice polygyny, marriage between one male and 
two or more females, the most common type of mar-
riage found in foraging societies is monogamy (Hill and 
Hurtado 1996; Ember, Ember, and Low 2007). Marriages 
are an important means of cementing social relation-
ships. In some cases, betrothals are arranged while the 
future spouses are still young children. Typically, the girl 
is much younger than the male. For example, Ju/’hoansi 
San girls are often married between the ages of 12 and 
14, whereas males may be 18 to 25 or older. 

Although these marital arrangements are regular fea-
tures of foraging societies, it does not mean the couple 
easily accepts these arranged marriages. A San woman 
expressed herself on her first marriage: 

When I married my husband Tsau I didn’t fight too 
hard, but I cried a lot when I was taken to sleep in his 
hut. When the elders went away I listened carefully for 
their sleeping. Then, when my husband fell asleep and I 
heard his breathing, I very quietly sat up and eased my 
blanket away from his and stole away and slept by my-
self out in the bush. 

In the morning the people came to Tsau’s hut 
and asked, “Where is your wife?” He looked around 
and said, “I don’t know where my wife has gone off 
to.” Then they picked up my tracks and tracked me to 
where I was sitting out in the bush. They brought me 
back to my husband. They told me that this was the 
man they had given to me and that he wouldn’t hurt 
me.

After that we just lived together all right. At 
first when we slept under the same blanket our 
bodies did not touch, but then after a while I slept 
at his front. Other girls don’t like their husbands and 
keep struggling away until the husbands give up on 
them and their parents take them back. 
(Lee 1993:83) 

Marriage Rules Marital arrangements in foraging 
societies are intended to enhance economic, social, and 
political interdependence among bands and to foster ap-
propriate band alliances. To do this, rules are established 
to determine who may marry whom. Many of these rules 
concern marriages among cousins. A common marriage 
rule found in foraging societies is referred to as cross-
cousin marriage. A cross cousin is the offspring of 
one’s father’s sister or one’s mother’s brother. In effect, 
a cross-cousin marriage means that a male marries a fe-
male who is his father’s sister’s daughter or his mother’s 
brother’s daughter. 

In addition, foraging societies frequently have rules 
of residence that specify where the married couple must 
reside. Most band societies practice patrilocal resi-
dence, in which the newly married couple resides with 
the husband’s father. Thus, if a man marries a woman 
from a different band, she must join her husband’s 
band. In such societies, the patrilocal residence rule and 
cross-cousin marriage combine to create a system called 
restricted marital exchange, in which two groups ex-
change women (Lévi-Strauss 1969). The purpose of this 
system is to foster group solidarity by encouraging kin-
ship alliances. 

The kinship diagram in Figure 8.2 gives a visual 
model of the social structure in some foraging societies. 
In the diagram, Ego is used as a point of reference, and 
kinship relationships are traced from Ego’s offspring, par-
ents, grandparents, and other relatives. Note that Ego has 
married his father’s sister’s daughter (his cross-cousin on 
his father’s side). Because of the rule of patrilocal resi-
dence, Ego’s father’s sister had to move to another band 
with her husband. Therefore, Ego is marrying outside his 
own band. 

Like Ego, Ego’s wife’s brother has married a woman 
outside his band. In keeping with the cross-cousin rule, 
their daughter has married Ego’s son. Ego’s daughter will 
eventually marry someone from another band. Through 
the rules of cross-cousin marriage and patrilocal resi-
dence, this restricted exchange develops strong networks 
of interfamily and interband kinship relations. These kin 
networks widen over the generations, expanding recipro-
cal economic, social, and political relationships. 

Brideservice Some foraging societies practice 
brideservice, in which a male resides for a specified 
amount of time with his wife’s parents’ band. The rule 
of residence that requires a man to reside with his wife’s 
parents is called matrilocal residence. Among the 
Ju/’hoansi San, brideservice can last eight to ten years, 
and the husband and wife don’t return to the husband’s 
father’s band for residence (the patrilocal rule) until after 
several children are born (Lee 1993). The husband will 
help his wife’s band in its subsistence activities, which 
helps consolidate both economic and social ties between 
the two bands. Another reason the Ju/’hoansi San prac-
tice brideservice is that females are not sexually mature 
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at the time of their marriage. San girls who marry before 
their menarche are not expected to have sexual inter-
course with their husbands. Thus, the brideservice pe-
riod coincides with female maturation. But brideservice 
also functions to reinforce the kinship and reciprocal ties 
between bands. Other foraging groups like the Ache of 
Paraguay practice matrilocal residence without brideser-
vice (Hill and Hurtado 1996). 

Other Marital Patterns among Foragers Not 
all foraging societies conform to the marital patterns just 
described. For example, in the past most Inuit marriage 
involved no preferred rules regarding cousin marriage 
or rituals and ceremonies sanctioning the new couple’s 
relationship. Traditionally, the man and woman simply 
begin residing with each other. To some extent, the Inuit 
viewed this marriage arrangement as a pragmatic and 
utilitarian relationship for economic and reproductive 
purposes (Balikci 1970). 

Divorce In most cases, divorce is easily accom-
plished in hunting-and-gathering societies. For example, 
Ju/’hoansi San divorces, which are most frequently ini-
tiated by the wife, are simple matters characterized by 
cordiality and cooperation. The divorced couple may 
even live next to one another with their new spouses. 
Because there are no rigid rules or complex kinship rela-
tions beyond the nuclear family to complicate divorce 
proceedings, the dissolution of a Ju/’hoansi San marriage 
is a relatively easy process (Lee 1993). As mentioned 
earlier, the Ache foragers of Paraguay practice polygyny, 
which is unusual for hunter-gatherers (Hill and Hurtado 
1996). The Ache also practice a serial monogamy form 
of marriage with frequent divorces and a woman may 
have 12 or more spouses during her lifetime. The Ache 

marriages endure from several hours to 47 years (Hill 
and Hurtado 1996). 

Divorce was also frequent and easily obtained 
among the Inuit (Balikci 1970). As with the San, one rea-
son for this was the lack of formal social groups beyond 
the nuclear family. Another reason was the absence of 
strict rules governing marriage and postmarital residence. 
Significantly, divorce did not necessarily lead to the cut-
ting of kin ties. Even if an Inuit couple separated, and 
this happened for nearly 100 percent of the marriages 
studied, the kin ties endured (Burch 1970). Sometimes 
the couple reunited, and the children of first and second 
marriages became a newly blended family. Thus, divorce 
frequently extended kin ties, an important aspect of so-
ciocultural adaptation in severe Arctic conditions. 

Gender
Gender as an aspect of social structure in foraging soci-
eties is an extremely important area of ethnographic re-
search. Cultural anthropologists have been examining the 
interrelationships among gender, subsistence, economic, 
and political patterns. 

Gender and the Division of Labor Prior to re-
cent ethnographic research on foraging societies, an-
thropologists believed that male subsistence activities, 
especially hunting and fishing, provided most of the 
food resources. In the traditional sex-based evolution-
ary perspective, males did the hunting and women gath-
ered the vegetation and cooperated within a pair-bonded 
nuclear family (Lovejoy 1981, Washburn and Lancaster 
1968). However, as we have seen, in some of the for-
aging societies such as the Ju/’hoansi San, Semang, and 
Mbuti, women are providing most of the food because 
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gathering vegetation is the primary means of securing 
food (Martin and Voorhies 1975; Dahlberg 1981; Lee 
1993; Weisner 2002). In addition, as mentioned earlier, 
sometimes women in foraging societies are involved di-
rectly or indirectly in procuring meat and hunting. Among 
the Batak foragers of the rain forests of Malaysia and the 
Agta in the Philippines, both men and women perform 
virtually every subsistence task (Estioko-Griffin and Griffin 
1978; Endicott 1988). Women among the Agta go out into 
the forest to kill wild boars just as the men do. The Tiwi 
of Australia and the Hadza foragers of East Africa demon-
strate this same pattern (Goodale 1971; Woodburn 1982). 

Carol Ember’s cross-cultural study of foragers in-
dicated that males have typically obtained most of the 
meat-foods through hunting and fishing (Ember 1978). 
However, as Nicole Waguespack’s recent global study 
of both ethnographic and archaeological evidence indi-
cates, even in societies dominated by meat procurement, 
women were involved in many different types of non-
subsistence activities beyond that of collecting vegeta-
tion (2005). She describes how women were engaged in 
producing technology like leather working, manufactur-
ing housing and building camp shelters, as well as many 
other non-subsistence economic activities. Thus, the divi-
sion of labor cannot be simply described as a sex-based 
division of labor with men hunting and women gathering 
vegetation.

Sex-Based Explanations of the Division of 
Labor One early question posed by cultural anthro-
pologists was: Why is the division of labor in foraging 
societies so strongly related to a sex-based men hunt-
ing, women gathering division of labor? There are sev-
eral possible answers to this question. The first answer 
is that males tended to hunt and women tended to be 
engaged in gathering or other non subsistence activities 
because males are stronger and have more endurance 
in the pursuit of large game. Another second answer is 
that because women bear and nurse children, they lack 
the freedom of mobility necessary to hunt (Friedl 1975). 
A third answer is that gathering, especially near a base 
camp, is a relatively safe activity that entails no poten-
tial dangers for women who are either pregnant or car-
ing for children (Brown 1970b). Keeping their offspring 
alive and providing for them is a fundamental aspect 
of women’s activities in foraging societies (Gurven and 
Hill 2009). 

There is evidence for and against each of these theo-
ries. We have seen, for example, that in some foraging 
societies men and women are involved in both hunting 
and gathering. In addition, women often perform tasks 
that require strength and stamina, such as carrying food, 
children, water, and firewood. Thus, gathering resources 
is not a sedentary or leisurely activity. Based on this evi-
dence, anthropologist Linda Marie Fedigan proposed that 
heavy work and child-care activities may not be mutually 
exclusive, as was previously thought (1986). 

In an essay entitled “Why do Men Hunt?: A Reeval-
uation of ‘Man the Hunter’ and the Sexual Division of 
Labor,” Michael Gurven and Kim Hill assess some of the 
current explanations of male-female activities in forag-
ing societies (2009). The traditional explanation for male 
hunting is to provision their families. However, hunting 
meat is less reliable and more costly than other means of 
foraging. One hypothesis suggested that males take on 
the high-cost and low-yield hunting in order to “show 
off” their status and physical abilities to attract females 
for mating opportunities (Hawkes and Bliege-Bird 2002; 
Hawkes et al. 2010). This is referred to as the “costly-
signaling model.” Gurven and Hill provide a comprehen-
sive, multidimensional model for why men hunt (2009). 
In their model, costly-signaling is one factor that moti-
vates male hunting activity, but it needs to be combined 
with other factors such as investing in children (parental in-
vestment), the social insurance provided with sharing and 
cooperation through coalition and alliance building, and 
assisting ill or incapacitated members of the foraging 
group. This model provides a fruitful avenue for further 
investigation of why men hunt in foraging societies. 

Many research questions pertaining to gender roles 
and subsistence among foragers remain for future an-
thropologists. Much of the recent evidence suggests that 
gender roles and subsistence activities are not as rigid as 
formerly thought. In these cases, it appears that the sub-
sistence strategies for both males and females are open 
and that behavior among both groups is very flexible. 

Female Status Closely related to gender roles and 
subsistence is the question of the social status of women. 
Empirical data suggest that gender relations tend to be 
more egalitarian—men and women have more or less 
equal status—in foraging societies than in other societ-
ies (Friedl 1975; Shostak 1981; Endicott 1988; Lepowsky 
1993; Ward 2003). This may reflect the substantial contri-
butions women make in gathering food. 

Richard Lee notes, for example, that as a result of 
their important role in economic activities, Ju/’hoansi San 
women participate equally with men in political decision 
making (1981). Ju/’hoansi San women are treated respect-
fully, and there is little evidence of male domination or 
the maltreatment of females. A similar generalization could 
be applied to the Mbuti, Semang, and Agta, as well as to 
most of the other foragers. This hypothesis suggests, how-
ever, that in societies in which female contributions to the 
food supply are less critical or less valued, female status is 
lower. For example, among some of the traditional Eskimo 
and other northern foraging groups for which hunting is 
the only subsistence activity, females do not gather much 
in the way of resources for the family. Consequently, 
those societies tended to be more patriarchal, or male 
dominated, in political and economic matters (Friedl 1975; 
Martin and Voorhies 1975; Lepowsky 1993; Ward 2003). 

Clearly, equality between males and females in for-
aging societies is not universal. In some groups, such as 
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the Ju/’hoansi San and Agta, women have more equality, 
whereas in others, such as the traditional Eskimo, females 
have a lower status. Even in the most egalitarian groups, 
males tend to have some inherent cultural advantages. 
In some cases, meat is viewed as a more luxurious and 
prestigious food and enhances the male status. In addi-
tion, males are more likely to become the political and 
spiritual leaders in foraging societies. When considering 
gender relations in a broad, cross-cultural perspective, 
however, foragers tend to have much more equality than 
do most other societies. 

Age
Like kinship and gender, age is used in virtually all for-
aging societies as a basis for assigning individuals their 
particular status in the social hierarchy. Patterns of age 
stratification and hierarchy vary considerably from soci-
ety to society, depending on environmental and cultural 
conditions. Age is also a primary aspect of the division of 
labor in foraging societies. 

Children and Rites of Passage The period of 
childhood among foragers is a time of playful activity and 
excitement. But it is also a time when children learn their 
basic subsistence activities, economic responsibilities, 
and political roles. In his studies of the Mbuti, Turnbull 
(1963, 1983) has provided us with a thorough account of 
childhood in a foraging society. 

At the age of 3, the Mbuti child enters the bopi, a tiny 
camp about a hundred yards away from the main camp, 
which might be considered a playground. Older children 
and adults do not enter the bopi. Within the bopi, all the 
children are part of an age grade and are equal to one 
another and remain so throughout the rest of their lives. 
It is the area in which children become enculturated and 
learn the importance of age, kinship, and gender and of 
the activities associated with these statuses. 

Within the bopi are noncompetitive play activities 
for boys and girls. Many of these activities reinforce 
the rules of hunting and gathering. The elders bring 
the children out of the bopi to show them how to use 
nets to hunt animals. Children also play house to learn 
how to take care of their households later in life. Be-
fore the age of puberty, boys and girls quit going into 
the bopi and join the main camp with older youths. 
When they reach puberty, Mbuti males and females 
have separate, informal rites of passage. The puberty 
ritual, known as the Elima for Mbuti females, occurs at 
the first menstruation, which is an occasion for great 
rejoicing because it is a sign that the girl is ready for 
marriage and motherhood. For a month, the girl re-
sides in a special hut with her age-mates, and she is 
watched over by an older female. The girl learns the 
special songs of the Elima and occasionally appears 
in front of the hut while young men sit outside to ad-
mire the girls. At this time, the females sing the Elima 

songs, and the boys sing in response in a form of flir-
tation. Through their participation in the Elima ritual, 
the Mbuti males demonstrate their readiness for adult-
hood and marriage. 

Among the Ju/’hoansi or !Kung San, young teenage 
males had to kill their first antelope and were tattooed on 
their foreheads, but also went through a rigorous rite of 
passage called choma in which they had to experience 
hunger, cold, thirst, and extreme fatigue from a continu-
ous dancing over a six-week period while learning much 
cultural knowledge (Shostak 1981). The Baka foragers 
of the Cameroon also had dramatic rite of passage rituals. 
They would have their teeth filed and chipped proving 
their courage and endurance. The young person was sur-
rounded by other children who would tease the young 
boys while they underwent this hazing puberty ritual 
(Higgens 1985). 

The Roles of the Elderly In foraging societies, old 
age tends to be defined less in terms of chronology and 
more in terms of some change in social status related to 
becoming less involved in subsistence or work patterns 
or to becoming grandparents (Glascock 1981). In all soci-
eties, however, the onset of old age is partially defined in 
terms of the average life span. The general demographic 
and ethnological data on foraging societies indicate that 
definitions of “old age” vary from 45 to 75 years old. 

An early study of aging hypothesized that in hunting-
and-gathering societies older people wield little power 
and have low status (Simmons 1945). This argument was 
based on the assumption that, because foraging societies 
had few material goods that older people controlled and 
could use as leverage with the younger generation, old age 
represented a loss of status. This hypothesis suggested 
that the status of older people is correlated with subsis-
tence and economic activities. As foraging people age 
and decline in strength and energy, their subsistence con-
tribution may be limited, thereby diminishing their status. 

Most of the current ethnographic data, however, 
do not support this hypothesis. In an early account of 
foragers in the Andaman Islands off the coast of India, 
for example, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown ([1922] 1964) de-
scribed the reverence and honor given to older males. 
Among the Mbuti, age is a key factor in determining 
status, and the elders make the most important eco-
nomic and political decisions for the group. Despite the 
fact that young people sometimes openly ridicule older 
people, the elders are able to dominate Mbuti society 
because of their cultural knowledge (Turnbull 1983). 

Anthropologists who have studied the Ju/’hoansi San 
point out that though there was little material security at 
old age, the elderly were not abandoned and had a rela-
tively high status (Thomas 1958; Lee 1979). Despite the 
fact that older people do not play a predominant produc-
tive role in subsistence activities, they are able to remain 
secure because of close kinship ties. Through reciprocal 
exchanges within the economic system of these foraging 
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societies, older people are able to maintain a relatively 
secure existence. 

Anthropologists find that older people in foraging so-
cieties generally have a higher status than do younger 
people. Because of their accumulated knowledge, which 
is needed for subsistence activities, political decision 
making, and intellectual and spiritual guidance, older 
people tend to be respected and are treated with a great 
deal of difference. Human memory serves as the libraries 
of these societies and is important for the preservation of 
culture and the transmission of knowledge. Cultural and 
historical traditions are memorized and handed down 
from generation to generation. Control of information is 
one important basis of esteem for the elderly in nonliter-
ate societies. 

In general, the evidence indicates that only in cases 
of extreme deprivation are the elderly in foraging societ-
ies maltreated. In their investigation of the treatment of 
the elderly in a wide variety of foraging societies, re-
searchers concluded that practices directed against the 
elderly, such as abandonment, exposure, and killing, 
occur only under severe environmental circumstances, 
in which the elderly are viewed as burdens rather than 
assets (Glascock 1981). These practices have been docu-
mented for groups ranging such as the Eskimo, but these 
cases appear to be exceptional. In most foraging societ-
ies, the young have moral obligations to take care of the 
elderly.

Child-Care Activities Turnbull (1983) has 
remarked that one of the significant universal roles of 
elderly grandparents is babysitting. While the parents in 

foraging societies are involved 
in subsistence chores like 

hunting and collect-
ing ,  grandparents 
often are engaged 
in chi ld-care ac-
tivities. Among the 
Ju/’hoansi San and 

the Mbuti, elderly grandparents care for small children 
while the children’s mothers are away on gathering ac-
tivities. The elderly teach the grandchildren the skills, 
norms, and values of the society. Reflecting on the Mbuti 
elders, who spend time telling stories and reciting myths 
and legends, Turnbull indicates that this role is the pri-
mary function of the Mbuti elderly in the maintenance 
of culture. In most foraging societies, this is the typical 
pattern for relationships between the young and the old. 
Recently, anthropologist Kristen Hawkes (2004) studied 
how the “Grandmother Effect” and the longer life span of 
women have had significant survival value in providing 
child care for and nurturing the young children in forag-
ing societies. She notes that in both historical and con-
temporary foraging societies a third or more of women 
live beyond 45. The survival of these post-menopausal 
women would be extremely important for the welfare 
and survival of these grandchildren in these foraging 
communities.

Political Organization 
Just as the band is the fundamental element of social orga-
nization in most hunting-and-gathering societies, it is also 
the basic political unit. As we saw in the discussion of so-
cial organization, bands are tied together through kinship 
and marriage, creating reciprocal economic and social rela-
tionships throughout the community. Each band, however, 
is politically independent of the others and has its own 
internal leadership. Most of the leaders in the bands are 
males, but females also take on some important leadership 
roles. Leaders are chosen because of their skills in hunting, 
food collecting, communication, decision making, or other 
personal abilities. 

Political leaders generally do not control the group’s 
economic resources or exercise political power as they 
do in other societies, and there is little, if any, social strat-
ification between political leaders and others in the band. 
In other words, typically band societies are highly egali-
tarian, with no fundamental differences between those 
with and those without wealth or political power. Thus, 
leaders of bands must lead by persuasion and personal 
influence rather than by coercion or the withholding of 
resources. Leaders do not maintain a military or police 
force and thus have no definitive authority. 

In extensive cross-cultural studies of the po-
lit ical processes of hunting-gathering societies, 
Christopher Boehm (1993, 1999) developed an imagi-
native hypothesis to explain the lack of political power 
and domination in these egalitarian societies. Boehm sug-
gested that there is a pattern of reverse dominance in 
these societies, which keeps anyone from becoming co-
ercive or politically dominating the group in any manner. 
Reverse dominance ensures that the whole group will 
have control over anybody who tries to assert po-
litical power or authority over them. Reverse domi-
nance is practiced through criticism and ridicule, Older people are taken care of by the group in band societies. 
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disobedience, strong disapproval, the execution of offend-
ers or extremely aggressive males, the deposing of leaders, 
or outright desertion (an entire group leaving a particularly 
dominant leader). Boehm finds that reverse dominance 
and related political processes are widespread in band so-
cieties, reinforcing patterns of egalitarianism. 

In a related hypothesis, Peter Gardner (1991) sug-
gests that foraging societies tend to have strong cultural 
values that emphasize individual autonomy. Like Boehm, 
Gardner suggests that hunter-gatherers dislike being 
dominated and disdain conforming to norms that restrict 
their individual freedom. From reviewing many cases of 
band societies, Gardner has found that the cultural values 
promoting individual autonomy enable these people to 
sustain their egalitarian way of life while promoting flex-
ibility in their behavior, a distinguishing feature of forag-
ing societies. 

Characteristics of Leadership 
In most cases, individuals in hunting-and-gathering so-
cieties do not seek out leadership roles because there 
are few benefits or advantages in becoming a leader. 
Leaders do not accrue power or economic resources in 
these egalitarian societies. They do, however, have a tre-
mendous responsibility for the management of the band. 
In a classic essay in political anthropology, Claude Lévi-
Strauss (1944) described the band leader of the Nam-
bikuara of South America as entirely responsible for 
selecting the territories for procuring game; ordering and 
organizing hunting, fishing, and collecting activities; 
and determining the conduct of the band in relation to 
other groups in the region. Yet, Lévi-Strauss emphasized 
the consensual aspect of this leadership pattern. The 
leader has no coercive power and must continuously 
display skill in building consensus within the band to 
provide political order. 

A quotation from a Ju/’hoansi San leader sums up 
the pattern of leadership among hunter-gatherer societ-
ies: “All you get is the blame if things go wrong.” Another 
remark recorded by Richard Lee to a question about who 
was the leader of the local band, “Of course we have 
headman! In fact, we are all headman. . . . Each one 
of us is headman over himself” (1979:348). Morton Fried 
(1967) notes a remark frequently heard from band lead-
ers: “If this is done it will be good.” These remarks indi-
cate the lack of authority that leaders of bands have in 
these societies. Lévi-Strauss (1944), however, states that 
some people in all societies desire the nonmaterial bene-
fits such as prestige that can be gained through assuming 
leadership responsibilities. Therefore, despite the lack of 
political power or material benefits, foraging leaders may 
be motivated by other cultural concerns. 

Another characteristic of band political leadership is 
that it is transient; leaders of bands do not hold perma-
nent positions or offices. Informal leadership is somewhat 

situational in that it varies according to circumstances; the 
band will call on the appropriate type of leader when 
dealing with a specific type of activity. In some bands, 
for example, certain individuals may be good at solving 
disputes within the band or between bands. These indi-
viduals may be chosen to deal with such problems when 
they arise. In general, then, band leadership is diffuse 
and decentralized. 

This minimal pattern of leadership also involves an 
informal type of political succession. Most hunting-and-
gathering societies have no definitive rules for passing 
leadership from one individual to another. Rather, lead-
ership is based on personal characteristics. It may also 
be based on supernatural powers that the individual is 
believed to possess. When an individual dies, his or her 
influence and authority also die. This lack of rules for 
succession emphasizes the decentralization of political 
power and authority in band societies. 

Warfare and Violence 
Contemporary foraging societies generally engage in very 
limited warfare. However, Carol and Melvin Ember’s cross-
cultural research indicates that foragers were engaged in 
frequent warfare in the past (1992). And increasing ar-
chaeological evidence suggests that foragers in the past 
may have been involved in extensive warfare (Keeley 1996; 
LeBlanc 2003). Most of the evidence drawn from ethno-
graphic research in marginal environments suggests that 
warfare among foragers took the form of sporadic violence, 
rather than continual fighting (Kelly 2003). With almost the 
entire population engaged in the day-to-day hunting and 
collecting of food, no long-term fighting can be sustained. 
Also, the lack of centralized political institutions to imple-
ment large-scale military mobilization inhibits the develop-
ment of intense or frequent warfare; no standing armies 
with specialized warriors can be organized for continual 
warfare. 

The Tiwi of Australia provide a classic case of “re-
strained” warfare among contemporary foraging popula-
tions (Hart, Pilling, and Goodale 1988). War parties of thirty 
men from two different bands, each armed with spears and 
wearing white paint symbolizing anger and hostility, met in 
an adjoining territory. The dispute had originated because 
some of the males from one band had apparently seduced 
females from the opposing band. In addition, the senior 
males of one band had not delivered on their promise to 
bestow daughters to the other band—a deliberate viola-
tion of the norms of reciprocal marital exchange. Both 
sides first exchanged insults and then agreed to meet 
with one another on the following day to renew old ac-
quaintances and to socialize. On the third day, the duel 
resumed, with males throwing spears in all directions, 
resulting in a chaotic episode in which some people, 
including spectators, were wounded. Most of the battle 
however, involved violent talk and verbal, rather than 
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physical abuse. Although variations on this type of war-
fare existed among the Tiwi, warfare generally did not 
result in great bloodshed. 

Richard Lee described conflict among the Ju/’hoansi 
San, which involves fights and homicides. Lee (1993) 
found twenty-two cases of homicide by males and 
other periodic violence, usually related to internal dis-
putes over women. As Eric Wolf (1987:130) commented: 
“Clearly the !Kung are not the ‘Harmless People’ that 
some have thought them to be: They fight and some-
times injure other individual !Kung.” Raymond Kelly did 
a broad cross-cultural survey of warfare and violence 
in band societies and concluded that although vio-
lence did occur, it did not involve sustained vengeance 
and enduring warfare between family band groupings; 
rather, it involved individual cases of revenge that were 
brief (2003). The next chapter shows that warfare and 
violence develop in a much more sustained manner 
when more complex descent groups develop in tribal 
societies. 

Anthropologist Bruce Knauft (1988) has offered 
several generalizations concerning violence in foraging 
societies, which coincide with Kelly’s hypothesis. First, 
these societies lack a competitive male-status hierar-
chy; in fact, there is a strong tendency to discourage 
this type of interpersonal competition. Status competi-
tion among males is a major source of violent conflict 
in other types of societies. Second, in contrast to many 
other societies, public displays of interpersonal vio-
lence are not culturally valued among foragers. Instead, 
these societies seek to minimize animosities. Finally, 
because of the emphasis on sharing food and other 
resources, rights to property are not restricted. All these 
factors serve to reduce the amount of violence in 
these societies. 

Confl ict Resolution 
Because of the lack of formal government institutions 
and political authority, social control in foraging societ-
ies is based on informal sanctions. One basic mode of 
conflict resolution that occurs frequently among groups 
such as the Ju/’hoansi San is for the people involved 
to move to another band. Thus, the flexibility of band 
organization itself is an effective means of reducing con-
flict. Furthermore, the economic and social reciprocities 
and the frequent exchanges among bands serve to re-
duce conflicts. These reciprocal ties create mutual obli-
gations and interdependencies that promote cooperative 
relationships.

Nevertheless, violations of norms do lead to more 
structured or more ritualized means of conflict resolu-
tion in foraging societies. Among the Mbuti, for example, 
age groups play specific roles in the conflict resolution 
process. Children play an essential role in resolving con-
flicts involving misbehavior such as laziness, quarreling, 
or selfishness. Children ridicule people who engage in 

these behaviors, even if these people are adults. Young 
children excel at this form of ridicule, which usually is 
sufficient to resolve the conflict. 

When these measures do not succeed, the elders in 
the group assert their authority. They try to evaluate the 
dispute carefully and show why things went wrong. If 
necessary, they walk to the center of the camp and criti-
cize individuals by name, although they frequently use 
humor to soften their criticism. Through this process, 
elders reinforce the norms and values of Mbuti society 
(Turnbull 1983). 

The Eskimo Song Duel Another example of dis-
pute resolution is the Eskimo song duel. The song duel 
was often used to resolve conflicts between males over a 
particular female. Because Eskimo society lacks specific 
rules of marriage, males would sometimes accuse others 
of wife stealing. In these types of conflicts, the two males 
encountered each other in front of a large public meet-
ing. They then insulted each other through improvised 
songs, and the crowd resolved the conflict by selecting 
a winner. With the declaration of a winner, the dispute 
was resolved without the use of any formal court sys-
tem or coercion (Hoebel [1954] 1968). Other methods 
of conflict resolution among the Eskimo included wres-
tling and punching matches. (An excellent recent film 
made by the Canadian Inuit people called Anarajuat: 
The Fast Runner shows some of the punching and wres-
tling matches among the Inuit.) 

Religion
The religions associated with modern foragers are based 
on oral traditions referred to by the religious studies 
scholar Mircea Eliade (1959) as “cosmic religions.” Cosmic
religions are intimately associated with nature. The natu-
ral cycle of seasons; inorganic matter such as rocks, 
water, and mountains; and other features of the natural 
environment are invested with sacred significance. All 
foraging societies have sacred places associated with the 
landscape where they live. These sacred spots are often 
marked or painted with petroglyphs (rock paintings) that 
identify the spiritual significance of the territories of these 
peoples. Spirit and matter are inseparable. In addition, 
cosmic religions are not identified with any particular his-
torical events or individuals, as are the “literate” religious 
traditions of Judaism, Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, and 
Hinduism.

The sacredness of the natural environment is some-
times expressed in a form of  animism, the belief that 
spirits reside within all inorganic and organic substances. 
The nineteenth-century anthropologist Edward Tylor 
used the term  animism in reference to the earliest re-
ligious traditions (see Chapter 6). However, a number 
of current anthropologists are using the term  animism
to refer to the very respectful relationship between hu-
mans and others, including animals, plants, and inorganic 
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objects in their cultural environment (Harvey 2006; Bird 
David 1999). Anthropologist Nurit Bird David describes 
how the hunter-gatherer Nayaka peoples of South India 
perceive themselves as fully integrated with their ecologi-
cal and social environment, which includes other organic 
and inorganic beings (1999). This Nayaka animistic view 
contrasts with the basic scientific cosmologies that pre-
dominate in Western culture that tends to conceptualize 
individual humans as separable from nature and mate-
rial substances. The metaphysical conceptions in the 
Ju/’hoansi San, Australian Aborigine, or Mbuti cultural 
tradition tends to be similar to this new conception of 
animism currently adopted by anthropologists. 

The Dreamtime 
An illuminating example of a cosmic religion among forag-
ers is the Australian Aborigine notion of dreamtime (Stan-
ner 1979). The dreamtime exists in the “other world,” the 
world associated with the time of creation, where a person 
goes in dreams and visions and after death. It is believed 
that at the time of creation the ancestors deposited souls of 
all living forms near watering holes, and eventually these 
souls or spirits were embedded in all matter, from rocks 
and water to trees and humans. The unification of all sub-
stance and spirit was a by-product of the work of these 
ancestral beings. All of these spirits come to the world 
from the dreamtime; the birth of the universe is like a fall 
from the dreamtime. The Aborigines had symbolic repre-
sentations of their ancestral beings that anthropologists re-
ferred to as totems. A  totem is a mythical ancestor, usually 
a plant or an animal, that symbolizes a particular group. 
Totemism is a religious belief that associates a particular 
group with a symbolic and spiritual connection with par-
ticular natural species, objects, or other phenomena. The 
Aborigines had totemic symbols such as kangaroos or wal-
labies or plants that symbolized their ancestral beings. 

The Aborigines believe that the ancestral beings still 
exist in the dreamtime, where they act as intermediaries 
between that world and the profane, everyday world of 
human affairs. The ancestral beings intervene in life, con-
trolling plant, animal, and human life and death. This fun-
damental belief provides explanations for pain, joy, chaos, 
and order in human life. The dreamtime is a fundamental 
and complex conception that embraces the creative past 
and has particular significance for the present and future. 

According to Aborigine conceptions, life without the 
dreamtime is extremely unsatisfactory. The invisible side of 
life can become visible through rituals, ceremonies, myths, 
art, and dreams. Aborigines believe that through these ac-
tivities they can communicate with their ancestral beings. 
This belief is reflected in Aborigine rites of passage. In ini-
tiation ceremonies, it is believed that the individual moves 
farther and farther back into the dreamtime. In puberty 
rituals, which for males included circumcision, subincision
(the cutting of the penis lengthwise to the urethra), and 
other bloodletting actions, the individual is dramatically 

moved from one status to another through contact with the 
dreamtime. The rite of passage at death moves the indi-
vidual into the invisibility of the dreamtime. 

The dreamtime also conveys certain notions of 
morality. According to Aborigine traditions, the ancestral 
beings originally lived like other humans and had the ca-
pacity for being both moral and immoral, both good and 
evil (Stanner 1979). The immoral behavior of the dream-
time beings is highlighted to accentuate what is proper 
and moral in human affairs. Thus, this religion creates 
a moral order, which functions to sustain social control 
in the physical world. Although the dreamtime ancestors 
do not directly punish human wrongdoers, they have 
provided a blueprint for proper behavior with respect to 
obligations, reciprocities, and social behavior in general. 

Inuit Religion 
The Inuit (Eskimo) maintain a traditional religious belief 
system that involves curers or healers who control and 
manipulate the supernatural world. In contrast to some 
of the “literate” religious traditions, Inuit religion did not 
assume the existence of an omnipotent supreme being. 
The Inuit did believe that every living creature possesses 
a soul or spirit that is reincarnated after death. They be-
lieved that the souls of deceased individuals remain in 
the vicinity of the living. The Inuit did not maintain a 
belief in an afterworld, or heaven, in which these souls 
congregate after death. Rather, they believed that these 
souls remain close to the natural world. The spirits of ani-
mals allow themselves to be hunted and are constantly 
reincarnated in other animal forms, to be hunted again to 
ensure the Inuit way of life. 

Within these general conceptions of spirituality, the 
Inuit believe in soul loss, in which a person’s soul is taken 
from the body as a result of unforeseen circumstances. 
Soul loss causes mental and physical illness for the indi-
vidual. It is often believed that the soul has been stolen 
by another spirit. The Inuit coped with these situations 
through shamanism. 

Two major forms of shamanism are found in Inuit 
culture. One form is hereditary, passed on through either 
parent. The more common variety involves people who 
receive shamanistic powers through direct contact with the 
supernatural, usually through dreams, visions, or halluci-
nations. In most cases, the shamans are male; however, 
some Inuit females can also become shamans. In the Ber-
ing Straits area, Inuit male and female shamans are be-
lieved to be able to own dead souls and spiritual beings 
called tunghat. Typically, the more spirits and souls these 
shamans own, the more they increase their spiritual sta-
tus. The shamans are believed to be able to journey to 
the realm of the dead souls and spiritual beings to induce 
changes in the weather or cure the sick or ensure the pros-
perity and reincarnation of animals (Lowenstein 1993). 

People usually go through an extensive training 
period before they can begin practicing as a shaman. 
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Eskimo shamans learn various relaxation and meditation 
techniques to induce trance states. They also learn meth-
ods of healing, curing, and exorcism. These techniques 
are used to produce group emotional experiences to 
enhance spiritual growth. In many cases, the shamanis-
tic performances work effectively in curing illnesses or 
resolving emotional problems. Undoubtedly, in certain 
instances, the Eskimo beliefs and cultural conceptions 
surrounding shamanism trigger certain states of mind that 
produce positive psychological and even physical conse-
quences, such as overcoming illness and injuries. 

Art, Music, and Religion 
The art of foraging societies is intimately related to nature. 
Animals, plants, humans, and other components of the 
natural environment are the major subjects. This naturalis-
tic art also has a religious significance, as nature and spirit 
are viewed as inseparable. Rock paintings with highly 
symbolic images of natural phenomena are found in most 
foraging societies. It is believed that this art is sacred and 
can be used to make contact with supernatural sources. 

Traditional Inuit (Eskimo) art products include many 
items made from ivory, one of the few rigid materials 
available in the Arctic. Human and animal figurines, 
which were worn as amulets to enhance supernatural 
powers and practices, dominate Eskimo artistic output. 
The Eskimo also carve masks in ivory (or sometimes 
wood) for use by their shamans. 

The music of foraging societies is generally divided 
into recreational (folk or popular) and religious music. The 
Mbuti, for example, have no instrumental music, but they 

have many songs and dances. In their vocal music, they 
have a precise sense of harmony, giving each singer one 
note to produce at a given moment. This leads to a har-
monic pattern that is passed around a circle of people. 
This technique is often used in Mbuti recreational music. 

The sacred music of the Mbuti is much more im-
portant than their recreational music, and much of it is 
linked to the Elima rites of passage discussed earlier. In 
the Elima, young girls and boys sing back and forth to 
one another in harmony. Other sacred songs are sung by 
males only. The intensity of the singing builds so as to 
reach the spirit of the rain forest. One of the hunters goes 
off into the forest to echo the song of his fellows so that 
the spirit may be sure to hear it. As in most societies, 
Mbuti ritual music usually has a standardized form, with 
little improvisation allowed. Ritual music helps sustain the 
cultural and spiritual traditions of the people. The lyrics 
of the music emphasize the sacred symbols that are main-
tained in Mbuti society. As the group chants the music to-
gether, a sense of sacredness is created in the community. 

Music and religion are inextricably bound within the 
shamanistic rituals of the Inuit (Eskimo). In the shamanis-
tic performances, a drum is used to enhance the rhythmic 
songs. The shaman’s songs are simple, chant-like recita-
tions that have no actual words. Short phrases are repeated 
again and again. The drumming and song chants are used 
to establish contact with the spirits. Anthropologist Rod-
ney Needham (1967) suggested that the use of instruments 
such as the drum in shamanistic rituals not only heightens 
the spiritual atmosphere of the ceremony, but also affects 
psychological (and neurological) processes that produce 
altered states of consciousness in individuals. 

Australian Aborigine religious art. 
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Summary 
Unlike the hunter-gatherers, or foragers, of the Paleolithic 
period, most modern foraging societies have adapted to 
marginal environments: deserts, tropical rain forests, and 
Arctic regions. The subsistence patterns of band societ-
ies in these environments required a mobile, nomadic 
lifestyle. Foragers had to move frequently to procure 
their basic food resources. 

Population growth among foragers within specific 
territories is minimal. This slow growth rate is due to fis-
sioning and other practices that minimize the number 
of individuals within a territory. Cultural anthropologists 
have been studying foragers to determine whether low 
fertility rates are due to biological or cultural factors. The 
technology of foragers is refined to enable adjustments 
to the practical needs of their environmental conditions. 
They have developed economic patterns that depend on 
reciprocity and resource sharing to produce cooperative 
behavior. Generally, a foraging economy depends not on 
private property, but on kinship and family ownership. 

The social organization of foraging societies is 
based on kinship, age, and gender. Kinship relations are 
maintained among different multifamily bands through 

marriage. Generally, people marry outside their own 
band. Gender relations are related to the division of la-
bor; in most societies, men hunt and women gather. To 
some extent, this division of labor determines the status 
of females. Age is also an important determinant of sta-
tus in foraging societies. As individuals move through the 
life cycle, they learn more about their society. As they 
reach old age, they are respected for their knowledge 
and teaching skills. 

Political organization is limited in foraging societies. 
There is no formal, centralized political authority. Leader-
ship is based on personal qualities and is not permanent. 
Although violence exists, usually among males, warfare is 
infrequent and restrained because of the limited political 
organization. 

Religion in foraging societies is based on a unity be-
tween spiritual and material forces. Healers and shamans 
are the religious specialists who serve the people’s spiri-
tual needs. The art forms found among foragers reflect 
the spiritual aspects of their culture. The most common 
subjects are components of the natural environment, in-
cluding plants, animals, and human beings. 
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  Chapter Questions 

  �    What problems do anthropologists encounter in trying 
to use the term tribe  to classify various societies?   

  �   What are the basic environmental, demographic, 
technological, and economic features associated with 
tribal societies? 

  �   Compare the complexities of social organization in 
tribal societies with those in band societies. 

  �   What are the differences in gender relations in tribal 
societies compared to those in band societies? 

  �   What are the characteristics of tribal political 
relationships? 

  �   What are the unique expressions of religion, art, and 
music among tribal peoples?    

subsistence systems: horticulturalist and pastoralist. Un-
like hunting-and-gathering societies, tribal societies are 
food-producing groups that depend on the limited do-
mestication of plants and animals. Figure 9.1   shows the 
distribution of tribal societies around the world. Politi-
cally, tribes are usually defined as noncentralized socio-
cultural systems in which authority is diffused among a 
number of kinship groups and associations. These char-
acteristics of tribes are explored in this chapter. 

Some anthropologists, most notably the late Morton 
Fried (1967, 1975), have objected to the use of the term 
tribe to characterize these societies. The word tribe is de-
rived from the Latin term  tribus, which was used by the 
Romans to refer to certain peoples who were not techno-
logically advanced. Fried claimed that the term is often 
applied to a particular group by a more powerful group 
and usually has a pejorative connotation. 

One aspect of Fried’s criticism has created some the-
oretical controversy in anthropology. Fried argued that 
tribal organization is not an evolutionary stage, emerg-
ing from the simpler stage represented by the foraging 
society, as most anthropologists had maintained. He sug-
gested that for the most part tribes are usually “secondary” 
developments that evolve through contacts with other 
societies. This contact occurs when large, complex state 
societies, both agricultural and industrial, create tribal 
groups through the process of subjugation and domination. 
In many cases, these tribal groups become subjugated 
ethnic minorities in state societies. 

Fried’s criticisms have sensitized most anthropolo-
gists to the vagueness of the term  tribe. In the past and 
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  Figure 9.1           This map highlights many tribal societies, including those discussed in this chapter.   
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     The Concept of Tribe 
in Anthropology 

I
n Chapter 7  , we introduced the typologies that an-
thropologists use to classify different forms of politi-
cal systems. For example, hunter-gatherer societies 
are classified as band political systems. The term  tribe  

is used loosely to characterize two different types of 
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sometimes currently, the term has been used haphazardly 
to refer to an enormous range of societies that have al-
most nothing in common. As we see in this chapter, there 
is a tremendous range of environments and social struc-
tures, as well as political, religious, and other features that 
do not fit neatly into the concept of the tribe. Despite 
these reservations, the term is still used to categorize the 
many different types of horticulturalist and pastoralist so-
cieties and to denote a form of political complexity and 
evolutionary development that bridges the gap between 
bands and centralized societies (Lewellen 1983). 

The same types of stereotypes that many people 
have had in the past, and sometimes still have, about the 
racial inferiority, low intelligence, and cultural inferior-
ity of indigenous or aboriginal peoples such as foragers 
were applied to, and still sometimes persist about, tribal 
people and societies. Just as we saw in the discussion 
of band societies in the last chapter, since the twentieth 
century, cultural anthropologists have done extensive 
ethnographic fieldwork among these tribal societies and 
have found that the people have a tremendous under-
standing of their environments and have a normal range 
of intelligence that compares with that of other modern 
humans. Many of these people in tribal societies in North 
and South America and in Melanesia and other regions 
of the world have become educated and have become 
physicians, attorneys, engineers, politicians, and also 
anthropologists. So, again, this question arises for many 
people in advanced industrial societies: Why did these 
tribal societies not develop more complex technologies 
and sociocultural systems? It is obvious that it does not 
have anything to do with “race” because the North Amer-
ican Indians in tribal societies had genetic and biological 
traits similar to those of other Asians (see Chapter 2), but 
they did not develop civilizations such as those in China 
or elsewhere in Asia. What, then, is the explanation for 
their perceived lack of technological and sociocultural 
complexity?

Jared Diamond’s book Guns, Germs, and Steel: The 
Fates of Human Societies (1997) emphasizes how geo-
graphical and ecological conditions gave enormous ad-
vantages to some areas of the world, such as the Eurasian 
continent, which had the package of domesticated ani-
mals and plants that diffused and spread across Europe 
and other areas very rapidly without major geographic 
boundaries such as mountains, tropical rain forests, and 
deserts. This resulted in tremendous advantages for 
Greece, Rome, and other complex societies in the de-
velopment of agricultural civilizations. Archaeologists 
and other anthropologists have been refining Diamond’s 
hypotheses with extensive research on these issues in 
different areas of the world, but they concur with the 
general findings of his approach regarding the lack of 
domesticated animals and plants, as well as geographical 
barriers that restricted the diffusion of technologies and 
ideas from one area to another in many regions of the 
world such as the Americas and the Pacific Islands. 

For example, Diamond has done extensive research 
in the Melanesian Islands of Papua New Guinea, which is 
discussed in this chapter. The peoples in this region 
were fairly isolated from other societies until the 1930s, 
when Australians, as well as Germans and other Euro-
peans, began to explore the islands. There are hundreds 
of different tribes and different languages in this region 
because many of these people were separated by geo-
graphical boundaries in the mountain and highland ar-
eas and the lowland areas. In addition, just as in North, 
Central, and South America or Australia, these people of 
Papua New Guinea had very few domesticated plants 
and animals compared to the Near East or the Eurasian 
continent. In addition, there were no metals available in 
the region, unlike the Near East or Eurasia. These eco-
logical, geographical, and historical circumstances give 
us a better understanding of why tribal peoples have 
not developed more complex sociocultural systems 
than any views about the lack of intelligence or racial 
inferiority. 

Environment and Subsistence 
for Horticulturalists 
Horticulture is a form of agriculture in which people 
use a limited, nonmechanized technology to cultivate 
plants. One major type of horticulture is known as 
slash-and-burn cultivation. This system was once wide-
spread, but today is found primarily in tropical rain for-
ests. Approximately 250 million people throughout the 
world currently engage in slash-and-burn cultivation 
(Moran 2007). 

Slash-and-burn cultivation involves the production 
of food without the intensive use of land, a large labor 
force, or complex technology. As generally practiced, it 
is a cyclical process that begins with clearing a tract of 
land by cutting down the trees and then setting fire to the 
brush. The burned vegetation and ashes remain, and 
the nutrients from them are unlocked and sink into the 
soil. After the land is cleared and burned, various crops 
are planted. In most cases, women and children spend 
a great deal of time weeding and tending the gardens. 
Typically, after the crops are planted and harvested for 
several years, the garden plot is left fallow (unplanted) 
for three to fifteen years, and the cultivators must shift 
to a new location. 

People who practice slash-and-burn cultivation must 
maintain a delicate balance with their environment. If the 
plot is not left fallow and is cultivated too often, grasses 
and weeds may colonize the area at the expense of for-
est regrowth. The land then becomes useless or overex-
ploited. Some horticulturalists have recleared their land 
too often and have brought devastation to some forest 
environments; others have been able to reside in one lo-
cation for almost a century (Carneiro 1961). In general, 
compared with foragers, slash-and-burn horticulturalists 
are less nomadic and more sedentary. 
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Amazon Horticulturalists: 
The Yanomamö 
One South American tribe, the Yanomamö, practices slash-
and-burn cultivation along with hunting and gathering in 
the tropical forests of the Amazon between the borders 
of Brazil and Venezuela. There are approximately 21,000 
Yanomamö between Brazil and Venezuela (Hames 2004). 
Napoleon Chagnon studied the Yanomamö for more than 
thirty years. Approximately 80 to 90 percent of their diet 
comes from their gardens (Chagnon 1997). Yanomamö 
males clear the forest, burn the vegetation, and plant the 
crops; the females (and sometimes the children) weed 
the garden and eventually harvest the crops. Generally, the 
Yanomamö do not work on subsistence activities for food 
production more than three to four hours per day. A Yano-
mamö garden lasts for about three years from the time of 
the initial planting; after this period, the garden is overrun 
with scrub vegetation, and the soil becomes depleted. 

Early cultural ecologists assumed that slash-and-burn 
cultivators are forced to relocate because the soil becomes 
exhausted. Chagnon, however, has shown that Yanomamö 
decisions to move are not based simply upon soil deple-
tion. In fact, as the soil begins to lose its capacity to support 
crops, the Yanomamö make small adjustments, such as ex-
tending a previous garden or clearing a new tract of land 
near the old one. Chagnon discovered that major popula-
tion movements of the Yanomamö are due instead to war-
fare and political conflict with neighboring groups. Thus, a 
sedentary life in these Amazonian societies is not simply a 
product of ecological conditions; it also involves strategic 
alliances and political maneuvers designed to deal with hu-
man populations in nearby communities (Chagnon 1997). 

Although horticulture is the primary subsistence ac-
tivity of many Amazonian tribes, hunting, fishing, and 
gathering typically supplement this activity (Hames 2004). 

The Yanomamö gather wild foods, especially palm fruits 
and a variety of nuts, pods, tubers, mushrooms, and honey. 
They hunt game birds and a number of animals. In addi-
tion, they collect toads, frogs, and many varieties of insects. 

New Guinea Horticulturalists: 
The Tsembaga 
As mentioned above, the Melanesian Islands of Papua 
New Guinea have many tribal horticulturalist popula-
tions, some of whom were not contacted by Western 
society until the 1930s. Archaeologists have traced early 
horticultural developments in highland New Guinea to 
7000 B.C. (White and O’Connell 1982). One group, the 
Tsembaga Maring, has been studied thoroughly by 
the late anthropologist Roy Rappaport (1984). 

The Tsembaga live in two river valley areas sur-
rounded by mountains. They cultivate the mountain 
slopes with their subsistence gardens. Tsembaga males 
and females clear the undergrowth from the secondary 
forest, after which the men cut down the trees. When 
the cut vegetation dries out, it is stacked up and burned. 
The women then plant and harvest crops, especially 
sweet potatoes, taro, manioc, and yams; 99 percent of 
the Tsembaga diet by weight consists of vegetables, par-
ticularly these root crops. The Tsembaga also domesticate 
pigs, but these animals are usually consumed only during 
certain ritual occasions. 

Horticulturalists in Woodland 
Forest Areas: The Iroquois 
In the past, many Native American groups such as the 
Iroquois, who resided in the eastern woodland region of 
North America, practiced horticulture. Actually, the term 
Iroquois was derived from a French use of a Basque term 

A tropical forest in the fi rst stages of slash-and-burn 
horticulture. 
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that translates as “killer people” because they were in-
volved in much warfare with other tribes and then with 
the Europeans when they arrived. The people themselves 
use the native Seneca word Haudenosaunee, which 
means “the Longhouse people,” because they lived in 
large longhouses described later (Sutton 2007). The 
Haudenosaunee included five major tribes: the Mohawk, 
Seneca, Onondaga, Oneida, and Cayuga. The first major 
ethnographic study of these people was conducted by 
the nineteenth-century anthropologist Lewis Morgan, and 
he relied on his Seneca Indian informant Ely Parker. These 
tribes lived in the upper New York State region, where riv-
ers such as the St. Lawrence and Hudson drain into the area, 
providing fertile ground for horticultural activities. These 
horticultural practices probably appeared between 2300 
and 1000 B.C. and were adopted as a regular subsistence 
system around 400 A.D. (Fagan 2000). Eventually, the na-
tive peoples of this region began to raise maize and other 
crops along with local wild species. Most archaeologists 
have concluded that this horticultural pattern of maize, 
beans, and squash originated in Mesoamerica and then 
extended across the regions of North America, spreading 
out to the Ohio River Valley areas and eastward to Native 
American groups such as the Iroquois. 

The Iroquois constructed their villages with long-
houses in the center of the settlement. Longhouses 
were large, multifamily houses built with upright 
posts that supported horizontal poles for rafters. 
Large slabs of bark, laced together with cords of 
plant fiber, covered the framework of the longhouses. 
Iroquois males cleared the primary forest around 
the village and burned the cut litter. In the spring, 
the women planted fifteen varieties of maize, beans, 
squash, and other crops, which they later harvested 
and processed. The Iroquois left part of the primary 
forest standing so that deer, squirrels, fox, and bear 
were available for hunting. The forest also provided 
nuts, berries, and many species of wild plants. 

After harvesting the crops in the 
fal l ,  the men 

would concentrate their subsistence activities on game 
such as deer and bear. In the spring, while the women 
planted crops, the men fished in the many lakes and 
rivers and also captured birds. Like many other slash-
and-burn cultivators, the Iroquois farmed their fields 
until the fields were no longer fertile, after which they 
cleared new fields while the old ones lay fallow. After 
a generation or so, depending on local conditions, the 
fertile fields were located far enough away from the vil-
lage that the entire community moved so that it could 
be closer to the gardens. 

Environment and Subsistence 
for Pastoralists 
In Central Asia, the Middle East, North and East Africa, 
South America, northern and southern Europe, and 
highland Tibet, there were—and, in some cases, still 
are—pastoralists, groups whose subsistence activi-
ties are based on the care of domesticated animals. The 
use of herd animals differs from group to group, and 
again, as with foragers or bands, anthropologists find 
a great deal of variation among pastoralist tribes (Salz-
man 2004). The Bedouins (the Arabic term for “camel 
breeders”) of Arabia and North Africa, for example, use 
the camel mainly for transportation; they use the hair 
for tents, and other purposes and only sometimes con-
sume the meat. Other pastoralist groups, such as the 
Saami (Lapps) of Scandinavia and the Eveny of north-
eastern Siberia, have in the past completely depended 
upon reindeer, deriving most of their food and other 
vital resources from them. In South America, some 
tribal pastoralists in the Andes Mountains bred llamas 
and alpacas for transportation and wool for clothing. 
Other pastoralist tribes, such as the Basseri, Qashqai, 
and Bahktiari of Iran, have a complex of animals, in-
cluding horses, donkeys, sheep, goats, and cattle, that 
they maintain and herd for their livelihood. Although 
some pastoralists may have small gardens, most of them 
have only their herd animals for subsistence purposes. 

These domesticated animals provide food such 
as milk, butter, blood, and meat; wool and 

hair for clothing; bone and horn for tools 
and weapons; skin for making leather; 
traction for loads and plows; and trans-
portation for travel, warfare, recreation, 
and ritual (Salzman 2004). 

The care of herd animals requires 
frequent moves from camp to camp and 
sometimes involves long migrations. 
Some groups, such as the Tungus of 
Siberia, who are reindeer pastoralists, 
trek more than 1,000 miles annually. 
The Basseri, Qashqai, and Bahktiari of 

Bedouin pastoralist with camel in the Middle 
East.
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Iran, with their complex of animals, migrate hundreds 
of miles seasonally through mountainous regions from 
winter pastures to highland pastures (Barth 1961; Beck 
1991; Salzman 2004). These pastoralist migrations are 
not aimless; the groups know the layout of the land and 
move to territories that contain specific grazing pastures 
or waterholes during different seasons. Other pastoral-
ist tribes, such as the Turkman of northeastern Iran, are 
more settled but migrate once in a while because of 
political conflict with the government (Salzman 2004). 

East African Cattle Complex 
In an area stretching from southern Sudan through Kenya, 
Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, Mozambique, and 
into parts of South Africa, various pastoralists herd cattle as 
their means of subsistence. Most of these groups do not de-
pend entirely on their cattle for subsistence needs, as they 
plant gardens to supplement their food resources. These 
pastoralist groups include the Maasai, Nuer, Karimojong, 
Pokot, Sebei, Samburu, and the Dinka. 

The Nuer Anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1940, 
1951, 1956) conducted a classic study of a pastoralist 
group called the Nuer. The Nuer reside along the upper 
Nile River and its tributaries in southern Sudan. Because 
of the flatness of this region, the annual flooding of the 
Nile during the rainy season, and the heavy clay soils, 
the Nuer spend the wet season on high, sandy ground, 
where they plant sorghum, a cereal grass used for grain. 
This horticulture is very limited, however, because strong 
rainfall, as well as elephants, birds, and insects, destroy 
the crops. Therefore, cattle are the most important subsis-
tence resource for the Nuer. 

The Nuer view cattle herding with a great deal of 
pride. In the dry season, they move with their cattle 
into the grassland areas. The cattle transform the energy 
stored in the grasses, herbs, and shrubs into valuable 
subsistence products. Yet, as is true of other herders in 
this area, the basis of the Nuer subsistence is not con-
sumption of cattle. Rather, they depend heavily on the 
blood and milk of their animals. Every few months dur-
ing the dry season, the cattle are bled by making small 
incisions that heal quickly. The Nuer boil the blood until 
it gets thick, roast it, and then eat it. The cows are milked 
morning and night; some of the milk is used to make 
butter. The Nuer slaughter their old cattle, which then 
calls for elaborate ceremonies or sacrifices. 

Demographics and Settlement 
Generally, as humans developed the capacity to produce 
food through the domestication of animals and plants, 
the carrying capacity of particular territories increased to 
support a greater population density than had been possible 
for band societies. Whereas foraging populations had to live 
in small bands, tribal societies became much more densely 
populated. According to Murdock’s (1967) cross-cultural 

tabulations, the median size of horticulturalist societies 
ranges from 100 to more than 5,000 people in specific ter-
ritories, and pastoralists have a median size of 2,000 people 
in particular niches. Some tribal populations have denser 
populations in large regions in which villages are connected 
through economic, social, and political relationships. 

Compared with most foraging societies, tribal societ-
ies are relatively settled within fairly well defined territo-
ries. As mentioned earlier, horticulturalists are somewhat 
mobile, having to move to fertile lands every so often, 
but they generally settle in one locale for a number of 
years.

Of course, many pastoralist societies are nomadic, 
but their wanderings are limited to specific pastures and 
grasslands to care for their animals. Because pastoral-
ists move seasonally from pasture to pasture, they place 
less intense population pressure on each area. Popu-
lation densities for pastoralists range from one to five 
persons per square mile of land; however, in the richly 
endowed grassland environment of Central Asia, the 
Kalmuk Mongols maintain an average density of about 
eighteen people per square mile. In general, pastoralist 
populations are denser than are those of foragers, but in 
many cases, both are spread thinly over the land (Sah-
lins 1968; Salzman 2004; Gurven et al. 2010; Borgerhoff 
Mulder et al. 2010). 

Like foraging societies, both horticulturalist and 
pastoralist societies experience slow population growth 
because of limited resources. To regulate their popula-
tions, tribal societies have adopted the same strategies 
as bands, especially fissioning. Other cultural practices 
designed to control population growth include sex-
ual abstinence, infanticide, abortion, and a prolonged 
period of nursing. 

Technology 
The whole range of tribal technologies is extremely 
broad and varies among differing populations, depend-
ing on whether they are horticulturalists or pastoralists 
and on the types of environments to which they have 
had to adapt. Technological innovations found in tribal 
societies include woodworking, weaving, leather work-
ing, and the production of numerous copper ornaments, 
tools, and weapons. 

Horticulturalist Technology 
Horticulturalist groups used sharpened digging sticks and 
sometimes wooden hoes to plant small gardens. Up un-
til the 1950s, the slash-and-burn horticulturalists such 
as the Yanomamö used crude stone or wooden axes to 
fell the primary forest. They would build their villages 
called shabono in a clearing surrounded by primary 
forests. It sometimes took weeks for a small group of 
males to cut down a wooded area for a garden. Today, 
they use machetes and steel axes to clear the primary 
forests (Hames 2004). 



178 Chapter 9 �  Tribes

Many horticultural societies have also developed 
technologies to aid in hunting and fishing to supplement 
their horticultural activities. For example, some Amazonian 
peoples, such as the Jivaro of Ecuador and Peru, often 
use blowguns, which propel poison darts up to forty-
five yards, to kill monkeys and birds deep in the forest 
(Harner 1972). The Yanomamö use large, powerful 
bows, sometimes five to five and half feet long, and long 
arrow shafts with a splintered point, dipped in curare, a 
deadly poison (Chagnon 1997; Hames 2004). Amazonian 
horticulturalists also mix poi-
sons into local waters, causing 
the fish to rise to the surface in 
a stupefied condition; they are 
then gathered for food (Harner 
1972; Chagnon 1997; Hames 
2004).

The woodland Iroquois 
tribes used both the blowgun 
and the bow (called the self-
bow) and arrow to hunt game 
in surrounding forests. The 
Iroquois carefully selected 
light wooden branches for 
arrow shafts, dried them to 
season the wood, and then smoothed them with stone 
and bone tools. To make the arrow twist in flight, 
they took feathers from eagles, turkeys, and hawks, 
which they then attached with a glue made from 
animal tissues, sinew, or horns. Arrowheads were made 
from wood, stone, horn, antler, shell, or raw copper 
(Garbarino 1988). 

Horticulturalists such as the Pacific Islanders, who 
were not slash-and-burn farmers and who resided in 
more permanent locations, tended to have a more elabo-
rate technology. In addition to the simple digging stick 
used to cultivate the irrigated gardens, they had many 
other sophisticated tools and utensils. Although the 
Pacific Islanders had no metals or clay for pottery, they 
had many specialized kinds of shell and woodworking 
tools for making jewelry, knives, rasps, and files. 

Pastoralist Technology 
The mobility required by the pastoralist lifestyle pre-
vented these groups from using an elaborate technology. 
Pastoralists such as the Mongols and the Bedouins carried 
all of their belongings with them in their yearly migra-
tions. Their technologies aided them in these mass move-
ments; for example, they had saddles for their horses 
and camels, weapons for hunting, equipment for taking 
care of their livestock and processing food, and tents that 
could be moved during migrations. Other pastoralists 
such as the Nuer of East Africa constructed huts of thatch 
in permanent locations that served as home bases where 
a certain number of people remained during the migra-
tion season. 

Economics
As in hunting-and-gathering societies,  reciprocity is the 
dominant form of exchange of economic resources in 
tribal economic systems. All three forms of reciproc-
ity—generalized, balanced, and negative—are used by 
tribal societies. Generalized reciprocity tends to occur 
within close kinship groupings. Balanced and negative 
reciprocity occur among more distant kinship groupings. 
One example of balanced reciprocity occurs among the 

Yanomamö, who maintain a 
system of trade and feasting ac-
tivities with other villages. One 
village will host a feast, invit-
ing another village to attend. 
During the feast, the villagers 
exchange tools, pots, baskets, ar-
rows, dogs, yarn, and hallucino-
genic drugs. The feast activities 
sustain intervillage cooperation, 
marital exchanges, and political 
and military alliances (Chagnon 
1997; Hames 2004). The villagers 
calculate these transactions and 
exchanges very carefully to 

determine exact equivalencies. If an equal return is not 
given, then the original donor village will discontinue the 
exchange relationship. This may lead to hostilities and 
perhaps, warfare between the villages. 

Money
Unlike foragers, some tribal societies engage in monetary 
exchange, that is, transactions that involve money. Money
is a medium of exchange based on a standard value. Ac-
cording to economists, money has four functions: 

1. It enables people to pay for a good or service, and 
then it circulates to allow for subsequent purchases. 

2. It serves as a uniform standard of value for goods 
and services within a society. 

3. It has a store of value; that is, its standard of value 
does not fluctuate radically from one time to 
another. 

4.  It serves as a form of deferred payment; that is, it 
can express a promise to pay in the future with the 
same standard value. (Neale 1976) 

Economic anthropologists classify money into two 
types: general-purpose money (or multipurpose money) 
and limited-purpose money (or special-purpose money). 
General-purpose money serves all four of the above 
functions. It can be used as a medium of exchange 
for most of the goods and services in society. Limited-
purpose money, in contrast, is restricted to the purchase 
of specific goods and services. The paper currencies used 
in the United States and other industrial societies are 
examples of general-purpose money. In contrast, most 
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tribal societies that practice monetary exchange use lim-
ited-purpose money. 

Peoples in some of the Pacific Islands and other 
coastal areas have used a variety of shells to conduct 
trade relations. In other tribal societies, livestock, cloth, 
salt, feathers, animal teeth, and sometimes women 
functioned as money. This type of money was used for 
specialized exchange circumstances. For example, the 
Siane of New Guinea exchanged food for other sub-
sistence goods, and they exchanged luxury items such 
as bird feathers only for other luxury items. Another 
separate level of exchange took place with respect to 
prestige items such as certain forms of shell necklaces 
(Salisbury 1962). 

Property Ownership 
Ownership of property, especially land for horticultural-
ists and animals for pastoralists, takes on significance in 
tribal societies that it does not have in band societies. The 
concept of property ownership becomes more clearly 
defined in tribal societies and is based on a web of social 
relations involving rights, privileges, and perhaps duties 
and obligations regarding the use of a particular piece 
of land, a herd of animals, or other objects. These hor-
ticultural and pastoralist societies do have demonstrable 
patterns of inequality among specific families in relation-
ship to the transmission of land and animals from parents 
to offspring. However, in a recent overall assessment of 
wealth inequality, there tends to be more inequality in 
pastoralist societies than in the horticulturalist societies 
(Gurven et al. 2010; Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2010). One 
of the reasons for more persistence inequality in wealth 
in pastoralist societies depends on the transmission of 
animals from parents to offspring (Borgerhoff Mulder 
et al. 2010). 

In tribal societies, exclusive right to use property 
is rare. With some exceptions, property rights in tribal 
societies are generally vested in family and wider kin-
ship groupings. Usually, specific tribal families have use 
rights to farmland, pastures, animals, and other items. 
The property of tribal societies is transferred to off-
spring through inheritance; individual access to prop-
erty, however, in many cases is largely determined by 
status and kinship networks. In other words, in tribal 
societies, an individual gains certain rights, privileges, 
and obligations with respect to property through in-
heriting land and animals through kinship networks, or 
what is described as relational wealth (Gurven et al. 
2010). Social status and wealth in tribal societies is usu-
ally determined by kinship, age, and gender, as we dis-
cuss later in the chapter. 

Property rights in tribal societies are not completely 
static with respect to statuses. Rather, they may fluctuate 
according to the availability of basic resources. If land is 
plentiful in a specific tribe, for example, outsiders who 
need land may be granted rights to use the land. On the 

other hand, if there is a shortage of land, rights to that 
property may become more narrowly defined and may 
be defended if the land is intruded on. Grazing land for 
pastoralists or arable land for horticulturalists may be-
come limited, and if this occurs, use rights may be de-
fined more exclusively for particular family and kinship 
groupings. In contrast to foraging societies, in tribal so-
cieties warfare frequently results from encroachments on 
more narrowly defined property. 

Tribal societies generally possess certain types of 
personal property. As seen in the discussion of subsis-
tence activities, there are different forms of pastoralist so-
cieties that vary with respect to the amount of nomadic 
mobility and animals available (Salzmann 2004; Gurven 
et al. 2010). In some cases because of the demands of 
a nomadic life, pastoralist property tends to be portable 
(saddles, tents, and similar objects), whereas much hor-
ticultural property tends to be immovable, like housing 
structures and land. In other cases, individuals in pasto-
ralist societies have the opportunity to amass concentra-
tions of wealth compared to horticulturalists (Gurven 
et al. 2010). 

Social Organization 
Tribal societies differ from foraging societies in that tribal 
peoples produce most of their subsistence foods through 
small-scale cultivation and the domestication of animals. 
The evolution of food-producing subsistence corresponds 
to the development of new forms of social organization. 
As is true among foragers, social organization among 
tribes is largely based upon kinship. Rules concerning 
kinship, marriage, and other social systems, however, are 
much more elaborate in tribal societies, which have to 
resolve new types of problems, including denser popula-
tions, control of land or livestock, and sometimes warfare. 

New and diverse forms of social organization have 
enabled tribal societies to adjust to the new condi-
tions of food production. Unlike foragers, who some-
times have to remain separate from one another in 
small, flexibly organized bands, food producers have 
had to develop social relationships that are more fixed 
and permanent. Tribal social organization is based on 
family, the descent group, gender, and age. The social 
organization of tribal societies is much more complex 
than that of band societies. 

Families
The most common social grouping among tribal societies 
is the extended family. Most extended families consist of 
three generations—grandparents, parents, and children—
although they can also contain married siblings with their 
spouses and children. Compared with the nuclear family, 
the extended family is a larger and more stable social unit 
that is more effective in organizing and carrying out do-
mestic economic and subsistence activities (Pasternak 1976;
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Stone 2010). Even the extended family, however, cannot 
satisfy the complex needs of tribal societies for coopera-
tion, labor, and reciprocity. To meet these needs, tribal 
groups have developed even more “extended” types of 
social organization, based on both kinship and nonkin-
ship principles. 

Descent Groups 
One of the more extended social groupings that 
exist in tribal societies is the descent group. A descent 
group is a social group identified by a person in order 
to trace actual or supposed kinship relationships. De-
scent groups are the predominant social unit in tribal 
societies. 

One major type of descent group is based on lin-
eage. Anthropologists define lineages as descent 
groups composed of relatives, all of whom trace their 
relationship through consanguineal (blood) or  affinal
(marriage) relations to an actual, commonly known an-
cestor. Everyone in the lineage knows exactly how she 
or he is related to this ancestor. 

Unilineal Descent Groups 
Unilineal descent groups are lineage groups that trace 
their descent through only one side of the lineage or 
through only one sex. The most common type of uni-
lineal descent group is a patrilineal descent group, or 
patrilineage, composed of people who trace their de-
scent through males from a common, known male an-
cestor (see Figure 9.2, top). Patrilineal descent groups 
are the predominant form of lineage in tribal societies 
(Pasternak 1976; Stone 2010). 

Another form of unilineal descent group is the 
matrilineal descent group, or  matrilineage, whose 
members calculate descent through the female line from 
a commonly known female ancestor (see Figure 9.2,
bottom). Matrilineal descent groups occur most fre-
quently in horticultural societies, although they are not 
the most common organization. Matrilineal descent is 
found among a small number of North American tribal 
societies such as the Iroquois, Hopi, and Crow; among 
a number of tribes throughout Central and South Africa; 
and among a few peoples who live in the Pacific Islands 
(Stone 2010). 

One very rare type of unilineal grouping is based on 
double descent, a combination of patrilineal and matri-
lineal principles. In this type of social organization, an 
individual belongs to both the father’s and the mother’s 
lineal descent groups. Several African tribal societies, 
such as the Afikpo Igbo in Nigeria, have a double-
descent type of social organization (Ottenberg 1965). 

Ambilineal Descent Groups One other type 
of descent group is known as ambilineal descent. 
An ambilineal descent group is formed by tracing an 

individual’s descent relationships through either a male 
or a female line. The members of these groups are not all 
related to each other through a particular male or female. 
Therefore, technically, this form of descent group is not 
unilineal. Usually, once an individual chooses to affiliate 
with either the father’s or the mother’s descent group, he 
or she remains with that descent group. Because each 
individual may choose his or her descent group, the am-
bilineal system offers more opportunity for economic and 
political strategizing. This choice frequently takes into ac-
count the relative economic resources or political power 
of the two family groups. 

Bilateral Descent A number of tribal societies 
practice bilateral descent, in which relatives are traced 
through both maternal and paternal sides of the family 
simultaneously. This type of descent system does not 
result in any particular lineal descent grouping. For that 
reason, it is not too common in tribal societies. In those 
cases in which bilateral descent is found among tribes, a 
loosely structured group known as a kindred is used to 
mobilize relatives for economic, social, or political pur-
poses. Kindreds are overlapping relatives from both the 
mother’s and the father’s side of a family that an individual 

A depiction of a traditional Iroquois male. 
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recognizes as important kin relations (see Figure 9.3). In 
U.S. society, for example, when a person refers to all of 
his or her relatives, that person is designating a type of 
bilateral kindred. This bilateral kindred, however, has no 
functional significance in U.S. society compared to its role 
in a tribal society. 

Clans A clan is a form of descent group whose 
members trace their descent to an unknown ancestor 
or, in some cases, to a sacred plant or animal. Mem-
bers of clans usually share a common name. but are 
not able to specify definitive links to an actual genea-
logical figure. Some clans are patriclans, groups dis-
tinguished by a male through whom descent is traced. 
Other clan groupings are matriclans, whose descent 
is traced through a female. Some tribal societies have 
both clans and lineages. In many cases, clans are made 
up of lineages that link their descent to an extremely 
vague person or sacred spirit. In such a system, clans 
are larger groupings, consisting of several different 
lineages. 

Phratries and Moieties Among the more loosely 
structured groups found in tribal societies are phratries 
and moieties. Phratries are social groupings that con-
sist of two or more clans combined. Members of phra-
tries usually believe they have some loose genealogical 
relationship to one another.  Moieties (derived from the 
French word meaning “half”) are composed of clans or 
phratries that divide the entire society into two equal 
divisions. In some cases, such as among the Hopi, the 
moiety divisions divide the village in half. People have 
to marry outside their own moiety. In addition, each 
moiety has specific functions related to economic and 
political organization and religious activities. Wherever 
phratries and moieties are found in tribal societies, they 
provide models for organizing social relationships. 

Functions of Descent Groups 
Descent groups provide distinctive organizational fea-
tures for tribal societies. They may become corporate 
social units, meaning that they endure beyond any 

Members of Ego's patrilineal descent group

Members of Ego's mother's patrilineal descent group

Ego

Ego

Members of Ego's matrilineal descent group

Members of Ego's father's matrilineal descent group

Figure 9.2 (top) A patrilineal descent system; (bottom) a matrilineal descent system. 
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particular individual’s lifetime. Thus, they can play a 
key role in regulating the production, exchange, and 
distribution of goods and services over a long period 
of time. Family rights to land, livestock, and other re-
sources are usually defined in relation to these corpo-
rate descent groups. 

Descent Groups and Economic Relation-
ships Descent groups enable tribal societies to man-
age their economic rights and obligations. Within the 
descent groups, individual nuclear families have rights to 
particular land and animals. In most cases, horticultural 
tribes inherit their rights to land owned by their entire 
lineage. The lineage allocates the land to members of the 
lineage through what anthropologists (and attorneys) call 
usufruct rights or corporate rights to the land. Among 
some more advanced patrilineal horticulturalist peoples, 
land is sometimes transmitted from generation to gen-
eration through an eldest male, an inheritance pattern 
known as primogeniture. A less common pattern is 
ultimogeniture, in which property and land are passed 
to the youngest son. 

In horticultural societies, separate families within 
patrilineages have joint rights to plots of land for gar-
dening. For example, among the Yanomamö, villages 
are usually made up of two patrilineages; families within 
these lineages cultivate their own plots of land (Cha-
gnon 1997). In this sense, the Yanomamö patrilineage 
is a like a corporate group. The transmission of status, 
rights, and obligations through these patrilineages oc-
curs without constant disputes and conflicts. In these 
tribal societies, land is usually not partitioned into indi-
vidual plots and cannot be sold to or exchanged with 
other descent groups. 

Iroquois tribal society was based on matrilineal cor-
porate groupings. Matrilineages among the Iroquois re-
sided together in longhouses and had collective rights 
over tools and garden plots. These matrilineages were 
also the basic units of production in the slash-and-burn 
cultivation for maize and other crops. Property was in-
herited through matrilineal lines from the eldest woman 
in the corporate group. She had the highest social status in 
the matrilineage and influenced decision making regard-
ing the allocation of land and other economic rights and 
resources (Brown 1970a). 

Sometimes in societies with bilateral descent, kin-
dreds are the basic labor-cooperative groups for produc-
tion and exchange. People living in bilateral societies can 
turn to both the mother’s and the father’s side of the fam-
ily for economic assistance. The kindred is thus a much 
more loosely structured corporate group. The kindred is 
highly flexible and allows for better adaptation in certain 
environmental circumstances. 

Marriage
Corporate descent groups play a role in determining 
marital relations in tribal societies. Like foragers, most 
tribal peoples maintain exogamous rules of marriage with 
respect to different corporate groups, meaning people 
generally marry outside their lineage, kindred, clan, moi-
ety, or phratry. Marriages in tribal societies are guided 
by rules that ensure the perpetuation of kinship ties and 
group alliances. 

Some tribal societies practice different forms of 
cousin marriage, which are illustrated in Figure 9.4.
For example, among the Yanomamö, a pattern called 
double cross-cousin marriage and patrilocal residence, 
in which a newly married couple resides with the hus-
band’s parents, is practiced among patrilineages in 
different villages. Males in one patrilineage, in effect, 
exchange sisters, whom they may not marry, with males 
of other patrilineages. When the sons of the next gen-
eration repeat this form of marriage, each is marrying a 
woman to whom he is already related by kinship. The 
woman whom the man marries is both his father’s sis-
ter’s daughter and his mother’s brother’s daughter. The 
woman is marrying a man who is both her mother’s 
brother’s son and her father’s sister’s son. This form of 
patrilineal exogamous marriage is common in many 
tribal societies. It is a type of restricted marriage exchange 
that helps provide for the formation of economic and 
political alliances among villages (Chagnon 1997; 
Hames 2004). 

Some patrilineal tribal societies, including several in 
Southeast Asia, prefer a more specific rule of matrilat-
eral cross-cousin marriage. In this system, males con-
sistently marry their mother’s brothers’ daughters. This 
produces a marital system in which females move from 

Ego

Figure 9.3 A kindred consists of relatives from both sides of a 
family that Ego recognizes as important kin relations. 

Figure 9.4 Different types of cousin marriage. 
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one patrilineage to another. More than two lineages are 
involved in this system. The patrilineages become special-
ized as either wife givers or wife takers. In an example 
with three lineages—A, B, and C—anthropologists have 
noted cycles of marital exchange. Lineage B always gives 
women to lineage A, but takes its wives from lineage C 
(see Figure 9.5). Claude Lévi-Strauss (1969) refers to this 
type of marital system as general exchange, in contrast to re-
stricted exchange, which is practiced between two lineages. 

Another form of cousin marriage found in some patri-
lineal societies is parallel-cousin marriage, in which a 
male marries his father’s brother’s daughter. Unlike the 
other forms of cousin marriage, parallel-cousin marriage 
results in endogamy—marriage within one’s own descent 
group (see Figure 9.6). This form of marriage is found 
among the Bedouin and other tribes of the Middle East 
and North Africa. 

Polygyny Cross-cultural research has demonstrated 
that polygyny, in which a male marries two or more fe-
males, occurs most frequently in tribal societies (Ember, 
Ember, and Low 2007). In a classic cross-cultural study, 
anthropologists Kay Martin and Barbara Voorhies (1975) 
emphasized that polygyny is an ecologically and eco-
nomically adaptive strategy for tribal populations. The 
more wives an individual male has, the more land or 
livestock he will control for allocation and exchange. 
This leads to an increase in both the labor supply and the 
overall productive value of the household. In addition, 
wealth in many of these tribal societies is measured in 
the number of offspring. Reproducing children for one’s 
descent group is viewed as prestigious, and the children 
also become productive members of the household. 

Anthropologist Douglas White (1988) did extensive 
cross-cultural research on polygyny. He describes one 
widespread type of polygyny as a wealth-enhancing form 
of marriage in which elder males accumulate several wives 
for productive labor, which increases their wealth. Strongly 
correlated with this wealth-enhancing polygyny is the ability 
to acquire new land for expansion. As new land becomes 
available, the labor produced by co-wives is extremely valu-
able. According to White, this wealth-enhancing form of 
polygyny is also related to warfare and the capture of wives. 
In his research, he found that tribal warfare often involved 
the capture of women from other groups as a major means 
of recruiting new co-wives for elder males. 

More recently, a carefully controlled statistical mul-
tiple regression analysis of a broad cross-cultural sample 
from the Human Relations Area Files has indicated that 
the prevalence of warfare and the loss of males from 
warfare is highly correlated with polygynous marriages in 

Yanomamö people. 
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Figure 9.5 Matrilateral cross-cousin marriages among three 
lineages.
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non-state societies (Ember, Ember, and Low 2007). This 
research indicates that the frequency of warfare, which 
as we will see below, is a fundamental aspect of tribal 
societies that is associated with the shortage of males and 
an increase in polygyny. 

In addition to increasing wealth, polygyny enables 
certain individuals and lineages to have a large number 
of children. For example, roughly 25 percent of Yano-
mamö marriages are polygynous. One sample group of 
20 Yanomamö political leaders had 71 wives and 172 
children among them (Chagnon and Irons 1979). One 
Yanomamö individual named Shinbone had 11 wives and 
43 children (Chagnon 1997). The Yanomamö case tends 
to demonstrate that polygyny is associated with warfare, 
high male mortality, and other factors including repro-
ductive fitness. 

Bridewealth Exchange Among many tribal so-
cieties, marriages are accompanied by an exchange of 
wealth. The most common type of exchange, particularly 
among patrilineal societies, is called bridewealth, which 
involves the transfer of some form of wealth, sometimes 
limited-purpose money like shells or livestock, from the 
descent group of the groom to that of the bride. Bride-
wealth is not a commercial exchange that reduces a bride 
to a commodity; that is, the bride’s family does not “sell” 
her to her husband’s family. Bridewealth serves to sym-
bolize and highlight the reciprocities and rights estab-
lished between two descent groups through marriage. In 
a patrilineal society, the bride becomes a member of a 
new corporate group that acquires access to her labor 
and eventually, to her offspring. In return, the husband’s 
kin group has certain responsibilities toward the wife. 
The bridewealth reflects these mutual rights and obli-
gations and compensates the bride’s family for the loss 
of her labor and her reproductive potential. Once the 
bridewealth is paid, any children she has belong to 
the groom’s family. Thus, it helps to forge an alliance 
between the two kin groups. One cross-cultural study 
of marriage transactions suggests that bridewealth ex-
changes in tribal societies relate to the need to introduce 
new female labor into the household, the transmission 
of property, and the enhancement of status for males 
(Schlegel and Eloul 1988). Failure to pay the bridewealth 
usually leads to family conflicts, including the possible 
dissolution of the marriage. 

Polyandry Not all tribal societies are polygynous. 
Some practice monogamy, and a few practice polyandry. 
Polyandrous marriages are between a woman and two 
or more men. Systematic formal patterns of polyandry are 
only found in formerly tribal societies in the Himalayan 
regions of northern India and Tibet and, until recently, 
among the Todas of southern India. The most common 
type of formal polyandry is fraternal polyandry, in which 
brothers share a wife. 

The Toda were a buffalo-herding, pastoralist tribe 
of approximately 800 people. Traditionally, parents 
arranged the marriages when the partners were young 
children. When a Toda girl married a specific individual, 
she automatically became a wife of his brothers, includ-
ing those who were not yet born. Through patrilocal 
residence rules, the wife joined the household of the hus-
band. There was little evidence of sexual jealousy among 
the co-husbands. If the wife became pregnant, the oldest 
male claimed paternity rights over the child. The other 
co-husbands were “fathers” in a sociological sense and 
had certain rights regarding the child, such as labor for 
their households. Biological paternity was not considered 
important. The most prevalent explanation for the devel-
opment of polyandry among the Toda was that female 
infanticide was practiced, leading to a scarcity of females 
(Rivers [1906] 1967; Oswalt 1972; Walker 1986). 

Among other cases of formal polyandry, such as in the 
Himalayan areas, a lack of land and resources fostered this 
practice. Nancy Levine found that among the Nyinba of 
northwestern Nepal the ideal form of marriage is a woman 
who marries three brothers from another family (1988; 
Boyd and Silk 2008). This enables one husband to farm 
the land, another to herd livestock, and a third to engage 
in trade. Levine discovered that the males in these polyan-
drous marriages were very concerned about the paternity 
of their own children and favored close relationships with 
their own offspring, just as would be predicted by an evo-
lutionary psychology hypothesis (see Chapter 4). 

As indicated above, systematic patterns of formal 
polyandry are rare. However, some anthropologists in-
dicate that informal cases of polyandry are much more 
frequent than indicated within the ethnographic record 
(Borgerhoff Mulder 2009; Hrdy 2000). In many cases, in-
formal types of polyandry are usually recorded as  serial 
monogamy and polygyny where females are married to 
different males at various periods during their lifetime. 
Monique Borgerhoff Mulder’s ethnographic research 
among the horticulturalist group known as the Pimbwe 
of Tanzania discovered many cases of women mating 
with multiple men during their lifetime (2009). She refers 
to this female strategy of mating and marrying as poly-
andry, which is a more common pattern than previously 
noted within anthropological research. 

The Levirate and Sororate The corporateness of 
descent groups in some tribal societies is exemplified by 
two rules of marriage designed to preserve kin ties and 

Ego

Figure 9.6 Patrilateral parallel-cousin marriage. 
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fulfill obligations following the death of a spouse. These 
rules are known as the levirate and the sororate. The 
levirate is the rule that a widow is expected to marry 
one of her deceased husband’s brothers. In some societ-
ies, such as those of the ancient Israelites of biblical times 
and the contemporary Nuer or Tiv tribe, the levirate rule 
requires a man to cohabit with a dead brother’s widow 
so that she can have children, who are then considered 
to be the deceased husband’s. The essential feature of 
the levirate is that the corporate rights of the deceased 
husband and the lineage endure even after the husband’s 
death. The sororate is a marriage rule that dictates that 
when a wife dies, her husband is expected to marry one 
of her sisters. 

Both the levirate and the sororate provide for the 
fulfillment of mutual obligations between consanguineal 
(blood) and affinal (marital) kin after death. Reciprocal 
exchanges between allied families must extend beyond 
the death of any individual. These marital practices em-
phasize the crucial ties among economic, kinship, and 
political factors in tribal societies. 

Postmarital Residence Rules in Tribal 
Societies Anthropologists find that the rules for resi-
dence after marriage in tribal societies are related to the 
forms of descent groups. For example, the vast major-
ity of tribal societies have patrilineal descent groups and 
patrilocal rules of residence. A less frequent pattern of 
postmarital residence is matrilocal residence, in which 
the newly wedded couple lives with or near the wife’s 
parents. Yet, another rule of residence found in matrilin-
eal societies is known as avunculocal, in which a married 
couple resides with the husband’s mother’s brother. 

Causes of Postmarital Residence Rules By 
studying the relationships between postmarital residence 
rules and forms of descent groups in tribal societies, an-
thropologists have found that residence rules often repre-
sent adaptions to the practical conditions a society faces. 
The most widely accepted hypothesis states that rules of 
postmarital residence usually develop before the form of 
descent groups in a society (Fox 1967; Keesing and Strath-
ern 1998; Martin and Voorhies 1975). For example, limited 
land and resources, frequent warfare with neighboring 
groups, population pressure, and the need for coopera-
tive work may have been important factors in developing 
patrilocal residence and patrilineal descent groups. The 
purpose of these male-centered rules of residence and 
descent may have been to keep fathers, sons, and broth-
ers together to pursue common interests in land, animals, 
and people. 

What, then, creates matrilocal rules and matrilin-
eal descent? One explanation, based on cross-cultural 
research by Melvin and Carol Ember (1971), proposed 
that matrilocal rules developed in response to patterns 
of warfare. The Embers suggested that societies that 
engage in internal warfare—warfare with neighboring 

societies close to home—have patrilocal rules of resi-
dence. In contrast, societies involved in external war-
fare—warfare a long distance from home—develop 
matrilocal residence rules. In societies in which external 
warfare takes males from the home territory for long pe-
riods of time, there is a strong need to keep the women 
of kin groups together. The classic example used by the 
Embers is the Iroquois, whose males traveled hundreds 
of miles away from home to engage in external wars, 
and this produced matrilocal residence and matrilineal 
descent. 

Marvin Harris (1979) extended the Embers’ hypoth-
esis to suggest that matrilocal rules and matrilineal de-
scent emerge in societies in which males are absent for 
long periods, for whatever reason. For example, among 
the Navajo, females tended sheep near their own house-
holds, and males raised horses and participated in labor 
that took them away from their homes. The Navajo had 
matrilocal residence and matrilineal descent. 

Generalizations on Marriage in Tribal Societies
It must be emphasized that descent, marriage, and resi-
dence rules are not static in tribal societies. Rather, they 
are flexible and change as ecological, demographic, eco-
nomic, and political circumstances change. For example, 
tribal groups with rules of preference for marriage part-
ners make exceptions to those rules when the situation 
calls for it. If a tribal society has norms that prescribe 
cross-cousin or parallel-cousin marriage and an individ-
ual does not have a cousin in the particular category, var-
ious options will be available for the individual. 

There are usually many other candidates available 
for an arranged marriage. As anthropologist Ward Good-
enough (1956) demonstrated long ago, much strategizing 
goes on in tribal societies in determining marital choice, 
residence locales, and descent. Factors such as property 
and the availability of land, animals, or other resources 
often influence decisions about marital arrangements. Of-
ten tribal elders will be involved in lengthy negotiations 
regarding marital choices for their offspring. These peo-
ple, like others throughout the world, are not automatons 
responding automatically to cultural norms. Kinship and 
marital rules are ideal norms, and these norms are often 
violated. 

Divorce Among tribal peoples, especially those with 
patrilineal descent groups, divorce rates may be related 
to bridewealth exchanges. One traditional view sug-
gested that in patrilineal descent societies with a high 
bridewealth amount, marriages tend to be stable. In 
Evans-Pritchard’s (1951) account of Nuer marriage, he 
noted that one of the major reasons for bridewealth is 
to ensure marital stability. In lineage societies, the man’s 
family pays a bridewealth in exchange for the rights to a 
woman’s economic output and fertility. The greater the 
bridewealth, the more complete the transfer of rights 
over the woman from her own family to that of her 
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husband. The dissolution of a marriage, which requires 
the return of bridewealth, is less likely to occur if the 
bridewealth is large and has been redistributed among 
many members of the wife’s family (Gluckman 1953; 
Leach 1953, 1954; Schneider 1953). In contrast, when 
the bridewealth is low, marriages are unstable, and di-
vorce is frequent. 

As Roger Keesing (1981) has pointed out, however, 
this hypothesis raises a fundamental question: Is mar-
riage stable because of high bridewealth costs, or can 
a society afford to have high bridewealth only if it has 
a stable form of marriage? Keesing’s own theories con-
cerning divorce focus on rules of descent. In general, 
societies with matrilineal descent rules have high divorce 
rates, whereas patrilineal societies have low rates. In 
matrilineal societies, a woman retains the rights to her 
children and so is more likely to divorce her husband if 
he misbehaves. Among the matrilineal Hopi and Zuni, 
for example, a woman has only to put a man’s belong-
ings outside her house door to secure a divorce. The 
husband then returns to his mother’s household, and 
the wife and children remain in the wife’s household 
(Garbarino 1988). 

Marriages in matrilineal descent groups tend to 
be less enduring than those in patrilineal groups be-
cause of the clash of interests (or corporate rights) 
over children. When a woman’s primary interests re-
main with her lineage at birth and the people of her 
descent group have control over her and her children, 
her bond to her husband and his lineage tends to be 
fragile and impermanent (Keesing 1975). In contrast, 
in patrilineal societies, the wife has been fully incor-
porated into the husband’s lineage. This tends to so-
lidify patrilineal rights over children, leading to more 
durable marital ties. 

Gender
Gender is an extremely important element of social 
structure in tribal societies. Cross-cultural ethnographic 
research on tribal societies has contributed to a better un-
derstanding of male-female relations. Anthropologists are 
interested in the interrelationships among gender roles, 
subsistence practices, female status, patriarchy, and sex-
ism in tribal societies. 

Gender and Enculturation: Margaret Mead’s 
Study Although nineteenth-century anthropologists 
addressed the question of gender roles, their conclu-
sions were largely speculative and were not based on 
firsthand ethnographic research. In the twentieth cen-
tury, anthropologists went into the field to collect in-
formation concerning the roles of males and females. 
The first landmark ethnographic study of gender roles 
was carried out by Margaret Mead and involved three 
New Guinea societies: the Arapesh, the Mundugumor, 
and the Tchambuli. Mead’s study was published in 1935 

and was titled Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive 
Societies.

Mead described these three tribes as having totally 
different types of gender roles. Among the Arapesh, 
males and females had similar attitudes and behavior. 
Mead described both sexes as unaggressive, coop-
erative, passive, and sensitive to the needs of others. 
Based on U.S. standards of the time, Mead described 
the Arapesh as feminine. In contrast, Mead described 
Mundugumor males and females as aggressive, selfish, 
insensitive, and uncooperative, much like the U.S. ste-
reotype of masculinity. The Tchambuli, according to 
Mead, represented a complete reversal of U.S. concep-
tions of gender roles. Tchambuli females were domi-
nant politically and economically, whereas males were 
submissive, emotionally dependent, and less responsi-
ble. Females were the breadwinners and the political 
leaders, and they engaged in warfare. Males stayed near 
the domestic camp and cared for children. One of their 
primary activities was artistic work such as dancing, 
painting, and jewelry making. Hence, by U.S. standards, 
Tchambuli women were masculine, and Tchambuli men 
were feminine. 

Mead concluded that societies can both minimize 
and exaggerate social and cultural differences between 
males and females. She argued that gender differences 
are extremely variable from society to society. Mead’s 
study challenged the status quo in U.S. society regard-
ing gender-role stereotypes. It also appealed strongly 
to the emerging feminist movement because it asserted 
that culture, rather than biology, determines (and limits) 
gender roles. Tchambuli women became an important 
symbol for the feminist movement in the United States 
during the 1960s. 

Mead’s Study Reappraised After restudying 
the Tchambuli (who actually call themselves the Cham-
bri) during the 1970s, anthropologist Deborah Gewertz 
(1981) concluded that Mead’s description of the reversal 
of gender roles was not a completely accurate hypoth-
esis. Although Gewertz concludes that Mead was es-
sentially valid in her descriptions and observations, she 
did not stay long enough to see what was happening 
to the Chambri. According to Gewertz, Mead had viewed 
the Chambri at a time when they were going through a 
unique transition. For example, in the 1930s, the Chambri 
had been driven from their islands by an enemy tribe. All 
their physical structures and artwork had been burned. 
Consequently, the Chambri men were engaged full-time 
near the domestic camps in creating artwork and rebuild-
ing at the time Mead conducted her study. Mead assumed 
that these were typical activities for males, when, in fact, 
they were atypical. After assessing her ethnographic data 
carefully, Gewertz concludes that the Chambri are not 
the complete reverse of male and female gender roles 
that Mead had described. Gewertz found that the Cham-
bri males allocate and control the distribution of goods 
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and valuables and hence, are dominant politically and 
economically, despite the fact that females produce most 
of the goods. 

Gewertz’s reevaluation of Chambri gender-role pat-
terns challenges the hypothesis presented by Mead re-
garding the tremendous flexibility of gender roles in 
human societies. Although Gewertz notes that cultural 
values do influence gender roles, a complete reversal 
of the male and female roles was not evident in the 
Chambri case. Like many anthropologists of the era of 
the 1930s, Mead did not account for the complex re-
gional histories that influenced gender roles in these 
New Guinea tribal societies. 

Patriarchy Despite Mead’s conclusions concerning 
gender roles among the Tchambuli, most modern an-
thropologists agree that a pattern of matriarchy, in which 
females regularly dominate males economically and 
politically, is not part of the archaeological, historical, 
and ethnographic record (Bamberger 1974; Friedl 1975; 
Ortner 1974, 1996; Stone 2010). (Also see “Critical Per-
spectives: Were There Matriarchal States?” in  Chapter 11.)
With some exceptions, most tribal societies tend to be 
patriarchal. Anthropologists have offered many hypoth-
eses to explain the prevalence of patriarchy. 

Sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists view 
patriarchy in tribal societies as a consequence of innate 
reproductive strategies, leading to enhanced reproductive 
fitness. In this view, males are unconsciously motivated 
to reproduce with as many females as possible to in-
crease their chances of reproductive success. As we have 
seen, some tribal males have many more children than 
others. These reproductive strategies involve competi-
tion among males for females. According to this model, 
this male competition, in turn, leads to political conflict 
and increases in warfare. These factors produce the pat-
terns of patrilocality, patrilineality, polygyny, and patriar-
chy in tribal societies (Van den Berghe and Barash 1977; 
Chagnon and Hames 1979; Chagnon 2000). Another bi-
ologically based view suggested by Steven Goldberg is 
that males are always dominant in society because male 
hormones cause them to compete more strongly than 
women for high status and dominance (1993). 

Instead of referring to innate biological drives, cul-
tural materialists like William Divale and Marvin Harris 
(1976) maintained that patriarchy and gender hierarchy 
are caused by the scarcity of resources and recurring 
warfare in tribal societies. In general, when material re-
sources are scarce, especially in horticultural societies, 
warfare between competitive tribes is prevalent.  Because
most warriors are male, both the status and the power 
of males in these societies become intensified. For these 
reasons, a male-supremacy complex develops. The 
Divale and Harris study was subject to extensive criti-
cism based on methodological flaws and inadequate data 
(Hirschfeld et al. 1978). However, a recent cross-cultural 
study using the Human Relations Area Files indicates 

that the intensification of warfare is strongly associated with 
the decline of female status (Khalturina and Khorotayev 
2006). This study found that societies that emphasize 
socialization for male aggression and an ideology of male 
toughness and superiority results in a higher frequency 
of wife beating and a higher level of separation between 
genders. In addition, confirming the earlier research dis-
cussed above, this cross-cultural analysis found that po-
lygyny results from extensive warfare and increased male 
mortality, which decreases female power and enhances 
patriarchy. The relationship between tribal warfare, po-
lygyny, and the development of patriarchal societies is a 
potential research project for future anthropologists. 

Patriarchy and Sexism in Tribal Societies
Other anthropologists emphasize that although biologi-
cal or material considerations may contribute to male 
domination, the cultural values used to define female are 
extremely important in the maintenance of tribal patri-
archies. In other words, in many tribal societies, female 
roles have much less prestige than male roles. Many 
tribal societies adhere to mythologies, beliefs, and ideolo-
gies that justify male domination and female subordina-
tion. These mythologies, beliefs, and ideologies reinforce 
sexism—prejudice and discrimination against people 
based on their sex. Many patrilineal horticultural societies 
of New Guinea, for example, seclude females from males 
during menstruation because they believe that menstruat-
ing females are unclean and will harm the community. 
Menstrual blood was often associated with witchcraft or 
the production of harmful potions; therefore, regular con-
tacts with women were prohibited. Women were often 
thought to be radically different physically and psycho-
logically from males, and their bodily fluids and essences 
were dangerous and evil (Lindenbaum 1972). These male 
anxieties, mythical beliefs, and prejudices frequently led 
to discriminatory practices against females. For example, 
most tribes in New Guinea have rules of residence that 
separate husbands and wives into different houses, and 
young boys are taken from their mothers and segregated 
into men’s houses. 

In many of these tribal societies, women are excluded 
from political and sacred ritual activities, as well as from 
military combat. This limitation results in the cultural def-
inition of males as the primary gender that ensures the 
survival of society. Because of these views, women in 
many of these tribal societies are often subjected to so-
cial subordination, sexual segregation, excessive domina-
tion, and systematic physical abuse (Lindenbaum 1972; 
Chagnon 1997). At times, they are deprived of material 
resources during pregnancy, denied the same access to 
food as males, and are physically mutilated. Sexist ide-
ologies are often used to justify these practices. 

Yet, there is variation among tribal societies. Based 
on ethnographic research among the Vanatinal tribal 
people of Papua New Guinea, Maria Lepowsky reports 
that there is very little ideology of male dominance and 



188 Chapter 9 �  Tribes

no prohibitions regarding contact with women who are 
menstruating (1993). Lepowsky argues that the women 
among the Vanatinal are respected and treated as equals 
with the men. Vanatinal women can gain prestige through 
trading and exchanging valuables. Nevertheless, these 
women are not allowed to hunt, fish, or make war. Vana-
tinal men control and retain power over the mobilization 
of warfare and threats of violence. Thus, Vanatinal society 
is not a perfectly gender- egalitarian society. Another fac-
tor that has played a role in understanding gender roles 
and taboos in Papua New Guinea is that, to some extent, 
the anthropologists overemphasized the male interpreta-
tions of these taboos against women without taking into 
consideration the voices of women. In some cases, the 
women viewed the men’s semen as just as polluting as 
the men viewed their menstrual blood. 

Gender, Subsistence, and Female Status
A number of anthropologists have proposed that as in 
foraging societies, the status of women in tribal societies 
depends on their contributions to subsistence activities. 
As we have seen, both males and females are involved 
in horticultural production. Males 
usually clear the ground for the 
gardens, whereas women weed 
and harvest the crops. In cross-
cultural surveys of tribal horticul-
tural societies, women actually 
contribute more to cultivation ac-
tivities in horticultural societies 
than do men (Martin and Voorhies 
1975; Goody 1976). Nevertheless, 
patriarchy reigns in conjunction 
with a sexist ideology in most of 
these tribal groups. In some matri-
lineal horticultural societies, however, the status of fe-
males tends to be higher. 

Female Status in Matrilineal Societies In 
matrilineally organized societies such as the Iroquois, 
Hopi, and Zuni of North America, women have consider-
able influence in economic and political decision making. 
Also, the mothers and sisters of the wives in matrilineages 
can often offer support in domestic disputes with males. 
In addition, rights to property—including land, technol-
ogy, and livestock—are embodied in the matrilineages. 
In general, however, males in matrilineal societies hold 
the influential positions of political power and maintain 
control over economic resources. In most matrilineal so-
cieties, the mother’s brother has political authority and 
economic control within the family. Thus, matrilineality 
does not translate into matriarchy. 

The Iroquois: Women in a Matrilineal Society
The Iroquois offer a good example of the status of females 
in matrilineal societies. The families that occupied the 
Iroquois longhouses were related through matrilineages. 

The senior women, their daughters, the daughters’ chil-
dren, the brothers, and the unmarried sons built the 
longhouses. Although husbands lived in the longhouses, 
they were considered outsiders. The matrilineages of the 
longhouse maintained the garden plots and owned the 
tools in common. These matrilineages planted, weeded, 
and harvested the corn, beans, and squash. The Iroquois 
women processed, stored, and distributed all of the food 
and provisioned the men’s war parties. The men were 
highly dependent on the food supplies of the women. 

The elder matrons in these matrilineages had the 
power to appoint the sachem, a council leader of 
the Iroquois political system. A council of fifty sachems 
governed the five different tribes of the Iroquois con-
federacy. Often they appointed their younger sons to 
this position and would rule until their sons were older. 
Women could also influence decisions about peace and 
warfare and determine whether prisoners of war should 
live or die (Brown 1970a). 

Clearly, as the Iroquois case indicates, women in-
fluenced the political and economic dynamics in some 
matrilineal societies. In their cross-cultural survey, Mar-

tin and Voorhies (1975) found that 
the status of women is higher in 
horticultural societies that practice 
matrilineal descent. In many of 
these matrilineal societies, males 
developed political power only if 
they had strong support from the 
relatives of their wives. Neverthe-
less, these findings also indicate 
that in the matrilineal societies 
males still exercise political au-
thority and assume control over 
key economic resources. In these 

societies, women may be held in high regard, but they are 
still economically and politically subordinate to men. 

Age
As mentioned in Chapter 7, all societies have age grades,
groupings of people of the same age. Within an age 
grade, people learn specific norms and acquire cultural 
knowledge. In some tribal societies, age grades have be-
come specialized as groupings that have many functions. 

Age Sets In certain tribal societies of East Africa, 
North America, Brazil, India, and New Guinea, special-
ized age groupings emerged as multifunctional institu-
tions. In some tribal societies, age grades become much 
more formalized and institutionalized as age sets.  Age 
sets are corporate groups of people of about the same 
age who share specific rights, obligations, duties, and 
privileges within their community. Typically, people en-
ter an age set when they are young and then progress 
through various life stages with other members of the set. 
The transition from one stage of life to the next stage of 
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life within the age set is usually accompanied by a dis-
tinctive rite of passage. 

Age Sets and Age Grades among the Tribal 
Pastoralists A number of tribal pastoralists of East 
Africa, such as the Karimojong, Masaai, Nuer, Pokot, 
Samburu, and Sebei, have specialized age-set and age-
grade systems that structure social organization. The 
Sebei, for example, have eight age-set groups, each of 
which is divided into three subsets. The eight groups are 
given formal names, and the subsets have informal nick-
names. Sebei males join an age set through initiation, in 
which they are circumcised and exposed to tribal secret 
lore and indoctrination. 

The Sebei initiations are held approximately every six 
years, and the initiation rituals extend over a period of six 
months. Those who are initiated together develop strong 
bonds. Newly initiated males enter the lowest level of 
this system, the junior warriors. As they grow older, they 
graduate into the next level, the senior warriors, while 
younger males enter the junior levels. Groups of males 
then progress from one level to the next throughout the 
course of their lifetime (Goldschmidt 1986). 

The most important function of the Sebei age sets is 
a military one. The members of the age set are respon-
sible for protecting livestock and for conducting raids 
against other camps. In addition, age sets are the primary 
basis of status in these societies. Among the most basic 
social rankings are junior and senior military men and 
junior and senior elders. All social interactions, political 
activities, and ceremonial events are influenced by the 
age-set system. The young males of other East African 
pastoralists such as the Maasai and Nuer go through simi-
lar painful initiation rites of passage at puberty that move 
them from the status of a child to that of a warrior adult 
male, and they live separately from other younger and 
older people (Evans-Pritchard 1951; Salzman 2004). The 
corporate units of age sets provide for permanent mutual 
obligations that continue through time. In the absence of 
a centralized government, these age sets play a vital role 
in maintaining social cohesion. 

The Elderly Among tribal pastoralists and horticul-
turalists, older people make use of ownership or control 
of property to reinforce their status. Societies in which 
the elderly control extensive resources appear to show 
higher levels of deference toward the aged (Silverman and 
Maxwell 1983). The control of land, women, and livestock 
and their allocation among the younger generations are the 
primary means by which the older men (and sometimes 
older women, in matrilineal societies) exercise their power 
over the rest of society. In many cases, this dominance by 
the elderly leads to age stratification or inequalities. 

The system in which older people exercise exceptional 
power is called gerontocracy—rule by elders (usually 
male) who control the material and reproductive resources 
of the community. In gerontocracies, elderly males tend 

to monopolize not only the property resources, but also 
the young women in the tribe. Access to human beings 
is the greatest source of wealth and power in these tribal 
societies. Additionally, older males benefit from the ac-
cumulation of bridewealth. Through these processes, older 
men tend to have more secure statuses and economic pre-
rogatives. They retire from subsistence and economic activi-
ties and often assume political leadership in tribal affairs. 
In this capacity, they make important decisions regarding 
marriage ties, resource exchanges, and other issues. 

Gerontocratic tribal societies have been prominent 
in the past and are in the present. Among the ancient 
Israelites—once a pastoralist tribe—the elders controlled 
the disposition of property and marriages of their adult 
children, and the Bible mentions many examples of tribal 
patriarchs who were involved in polygynous marriages. In 
a modern pastoralist tribe—the Kirghiz of Afghanistan—the 
elderly enjoy extensive political power and status gained 
partially through the control of economic resources. In 
addition, the elders are thought to be wise, possessing 
extensive knowledge of history and local ecological con-
ditions, as well as medical and veterinary skills crucial to 
the group’s survival (Shahrani 1981). Thus, the posses-
sion of cultural knowledge may lead to the development 
of gerontocratic tendencies within tribal societies. 

Political Organization 
Like band societies, tribal societies have decentralized 
political systems, in which authority is distributed among 
a number of individuals, groups, and associations. Po-
litical leadership is open to any male (especially older 
males) in the society and is usually based on personal 
abilities and qualities. 

Sodalities
Although anthropologists recognize that tribes are the 
most varied of all small-scale societies, Elman Service 
([1962] 1971) attempted to distinguish the tribe from 
the band by referring to the existence of sodalities (as-
sociations). In tribal societies, two types of sodalities 
exist: kinship sodalities, including lineages and clans, and 
nonkin sodalities, voluntary and involuntary associations. 
Kinship sodalities are the primary basis for political orga-
nization in tribal societies. Nonkin sodalities, such as age 
sets, village councils of elders, male secret societies, and 
military societies, also have political functions and are 
mostly voluntary associations that cut across kinship ties 
by creating alliances outside the immediate kin groups. 

In both horticulturalist and pastoralist societies, de-
scent groups such as lineages and clans are the most 
common political sodalities. Intravillage and intervillage 
politics are based on these groups, through which alli-
ances are created that assist in maintaining peaceful and 
harmonious relationships within the tribe. As we have 
seen, these descent groups are instrumental in carrying 
out reciprocal exchanges involving bridewealth, women, 
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and other goods, and they are often the only basis for 
maintaining order. Kinship is the primary basis for politi-
cal activities and processes in tribal societies. 

How Leaders are Chosen 
In horticulturalist and pastoralist societies, political lead-
ers are recruited from within descent groups. As in band 
societies, however, these leaders do not have much co-
ercive power and formal authority. Although many tribes 
engage in warfare, political leadership tends to be almost 
as weak and diffuse as it is in band societies. A num-
ber of anthropologists hypothesize that this decentralized 
and limited form of political leadership is due to the con-
stant movement involved in slash-and-burn cultivation 
and to the nomadism associated with pastoralism (Evans-
Pritchard 1940; Vayda 1961; Sahlins 1968; Lindholm 2002; 
Salzman 2004). They suggest that permanent, long-term 
settlement in one locale is needed for the development 
of an effective, centralized form of political authority. 

Village Headman Some horticultural groups like the 
Yanomamö select a village headman. To become an ef-
fective leader, this individual must be “generous” and be 
able to motivate feasting and exchange activities among 
different lineages in the village. To become generous, the 
individual must cultivate more land, which requires more 
productive labor. These headmen have larger gardens 
than the average family and can offer feasts and food 
to villagers to demonstrate their generosity. One way to 
be more productive is to have more wives. As we have 
seen, the Yanomamö leaders are polygynous. Thus, po-
lygynous marital relations enable a Yanomamö headman 
to sustain his generosity and political status. 

The Yanomamö headman has no recognized author-
ity to enforce political decisions in the group; he has to 
lead more by example than by coercion (Chagnon 1997; 
Hames 2004). He must persuade people to obey the 
norms of the village, and he gives advice and suggestions 
on subsistence, economic, and ritual matters. Among the 
Ndembu horticulturalist tribe studied by Victor Turner, a 
village headman has to be aggressive, but this has to be 
balanced by tact, generosity, and the ability to serve as a 
mediator of conflicts (1957). 

Big Man Another style of political leadership and or-
ganization found among some horticultural groups, par-
ticularly in Melanesia, is the big-man system. One of the 
most detailed descriptions of this system was compiled 
by anthropologist Douglas Oliver (1955), who did field-
work in the Solomon Islands among the Siuai tribe. Ac-
cording to Oliver, the aspiring Siuai big man has to collect 
as many wives as possible to form kinship alliances with 
other descent groups. In addition, he must accumulate a 
large number of pigs and grow taro (an edible root crop) 
to feed them. Most of this productive labor is carried out 
by the man’s wives. When a man has enough pigs, he has 
a pig feast, in which he attracts followers while humiliating 
rival big men. If the leader is able to recruit a few hundred 

men through the “generosity” demonstrated by the feast, 
these followers may begin to build a “clubhouse” to dem-
onstrate their political commitment to the big man. 

The big-man political organization of the Siuai is both 
formidable and fragile. It is formidable in that the pig 
feasts can enable a man to attract more and more follow-
ers and thus, more power. This system provides the basis 
for political and war-making alliances. The big man is 
also able to command and sometimes coerce other peo-
ple. At the same time, the political loyalties of the follow-
ers of the big man are not long-lasting; the lineage of the 
big man does not assume any of his political power or 
authority. With the death of the big man, the entire politi-
cal organization collapses, and loyalties and allegiances 
shift to another or several other big men, who compete 
through pig feasts for political supporters. Hence, the 
big man, like the hunter-gatherer leader, cannot pass on 
power or build permanent structures of authority. 

There has been much more recent extensive ethno-
graphic research on the big-man systems of Papua New 
Guinea that suggests that it is very diverse in different re-
gions. This system of tribal politics cannot be reduced to 
a simplistic model. In some regions, the big man can con-
solidate alliances through the exchange of surplus crops 

A “Big Man” of a tribe in New Guinea. 
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and pigs (maintained by the labor of women) at feasts 
with many individuals; in other regions, the resources 
available to sustain these alliances may be more limited. 
For example, in a more recent study of the Wola tribe of 
the southern highlands of Papua New Guinea, anthropol-
ogist Paul Sillitoe indicates that male-female relationships 
in the big-man system are more egalitarian and interde-
pendent than described in earlier studies (2001). Typi-
cally, the women do provide more labor in the raising of 
pigs, but they also gain some recognized prestige from 
the feasting activities, resulting in more egalitarian and in-
terdependent relationships among men and women. 

Pastoralist Tribal Politics 
Pastoralist tribal groups tend to have similar political or-
ganizations, depending upon the degree of their nomadic 
lifestyle. Some pastoralist societies depend upon the ag-
ricultural societies within their region and are not com-
pletely self-sufficient. In these groups, leadership tends to 
become more permanent and centralized. For example, 
among the Basseri, a nomadic pastoralist group in Iran, 
leadership was vested in the khan, who was a strong force 
in decision making within the tribe (Barth 1961). Yet, in re-
ality, the power and authority of the khan were extremely 
limited, and he had to rule from consensus (Salzman 2000, 
2004). It appears that in tribal pastoralist societies the 
greater the degree of nomadic independence, isolation, 
and self-sufficiency of a group, the more diffuse and egali-
tarian its political leadership (Lindholm 2002). 

Segmentary Lineage Systems One traditional 
form of political organization found among such groups as 
the Nuer of East Africa and the Bedouins of Arabia is the 
segmentary lineage system. A segmentary lineage sys-
tem is a type of political organization in which multiple de-
scent groups (usually patrilineages) form at different levels 
and serve political functions. This system reflects a com-
plex, yet flexible, arrangement of lineage groups. Among 
the Nuer, for example, the patrilineages are identified with 
particular territories in the tribal area. These patrilineages 
have both maximal lineages, which include descendants 
who trace their ancestors back through many generations, 
and minimal lineages, segments of the maximal lineage 
whose descendants trace their ancestry back only one or 
two generations. Minimal lineages are nested within the 
maximal lineage, and all members of the lineage can link 
themselves directly to the same maximal blood ancestor. 

Complementary Opposition The segmentary 
lineage system is composed of the various patrilineages, 
both maximal and minimal, that can be united for military 
or political purposes. The process by which alliances are 
formed and conflicts are resolved in this system is referred 
to as complementary opposition. Complementary oppo-
sition is the formation of groups that parallel one another 
as political antagonists. To understand this process, imag-
ine a village with two different maximal lineages. We will 

call the maximal lineages A and B, the minimal lineages 
within A we will call A1 and A2, and the minimal lineages 
within B we will call B1 and B2 (see Figure 9.7). 

Now imagine that a member of B2 commits an of-
fense against a member of B1. A feud may erupt, but it 
will usually be settled within the maximal lineage (B) to 
which both minimal lineages belong. However, should 
B2 commit an offense against A2, a different process un-
folds. Both A2 and A1 will unite in opposition to B2, 
which, in turn, will join with B1. The result is a large-scale 
feud between maximal lineages A and B. This process 
can extend beyond the lineages to an entire population. 
For example, in the event of an outside attack, all of the 
maximal lineages will unite to defend the tribe. 

In the process of complementary opposition, then, 
kinspeople may be allies under one set of circumstances 
and enemies under another. Through this process, the seg-
mentary lineage system can achieve political goals without 
any definitive type of centralized leadership, such as kings, 
chiefs, or headmen. The philosophy behind complemen-
tary opposition is summarized in an old Bedouin proverb: 

Me against my brother 

I and my brother against our cousins 

I and my brother and my cousins against non-relatives 

I and my brother and my cousins and friends against 
the enemies in our village 

All of these and the whole village against another vil-
lage. (Murphy and Kasdan 1959:26) 

Many other pastoralist societies have maintained 
segmentary lineage systems. For example, during their 
nomadic pastoralist existence prior to the establishment 
of the kingdom of Israel, the ancient Israelites appear to 
have been organized on the basis of segmentary lineages 
without any centralized political institutions. (In the 
Bible, patrilineal groups are referred to as families.)

Among segmentary lineage societies, feuds fre-
quently erupt between lineages and result in retaliation or 

A B

A1 A2 B1 B2

A = Maximal lineage
B = Maximal lineage
A1, A2 = Minimal lineages

B1, B2 = Minimal lineages

Figure 9.7 Model Segmentary Lineage Systems. 
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by external political processes resulting from globaliza-
tion (Ferguson and Whitehead 1999). Generally, anthro-
pologists reject the notion that humans are by nature 
aggressive and warlike, possessing a definitive “bio-
logical instinct for violence.” However, it is clear that 
humans in the past and present have the potential for 
warfare (see  Chapter 1: pp. 4–5). As humans we have a 
wide behavioral repertoire, a set of potentials that can 
be triggered by specific environmental factors. There-
fore, most discussions of tribal warfare focus on envi-
ronmental, demographic, and other external political 
and cultural factors that may result in warfare. 

Among horticulturalist societies, members of one vil-
lage frequently raid other villages for territory, women, 
or, occasionally, head-hunting (removing the head of a 
slain enemy and preserving it as a trophy). In a detailed 
analysis of warfare among the Mae Enga of highland New 
Guinea, anthropologist Mervyn Meggitt (1977) noted that 
land shortages and ecological conditions are the most 
important causes of warfare. The Mae Enga, numbering 
more than 30,000, are organized into phratries, clans, and 
localized patrilineal groups. Meggitt distinguishes among 
different types of warfare involving phratries, clans, and 
patrilineages.

Phratry warfare involving the entire tribe is mostly 
ceremonial and serves to display status and prestige be-
tween big men and males. Phratry warfare is extremely 
limited. Interclan and interlineage internal warfare, how-
ever, is vicious and ongoing, with conquering kin groups 
seizing the land of the conquered patrilineages. Meggitt 
noted that 58 percent of cases of internal warfare were 
over land, and in 74 percent of the cases, the victors in-
corporated some or all of the land of the victims. The 
Mae Enga themselves interpret their internal warfare as 
a consequence of population growth in relation to the 
scarcity of land for cultivation. 

The Yanomamö and Protein Shortages
Cultural materialists Divale and Harris (1976) explained 
warfare among the tribal Yanomamö in terms of ecologi-
cal factors. They viewed the internal warfare of the Ya-
nomamö as an indirect means of regulating population 
growth. Divale and Harris suggested that the Yanomamö 
institutions and values that relate to intervillage warfare 
emerge from the group’s cultivation practices and nutri-
tional deficiencies. They hypothesized that the Yanomamö 
expand their cultivation because they experience protein 
shortages. Thus, the intensification of warfare in which 
villages raid one another’s game reserves is an adaptive 
Yanomamö response or mechanism that indirectly and 
unintentionally serves to inhibit population growth. The 
limited protein supplies are inadequate to support larger 
populations.

Other anthropologists have rejected the protein-
shortage explanation of Yanomamö warfare. Napoleon 
Chagnon and Raymond Hames (1979) measured the 
amount of protein consumed in different Yanomamö 

compensation without the imposition of force by a cen-
tralized authority. If a member of a particular lineage kills 
a member of another lineage, the victim’s lineage may 
seek blood revenge. The Nuer attempt to prevent of this 
type of blood revenge by reducing the tension between 
the victim’s and the murderer’s lineages. In Nuer society, 
an individual known as the leopard skin chief sometimes 
provides sanctuary for a murderer and attempts to nego-
tiate compensation with the victim’s lineage. In some in-
stances, compensation takes the form of cattle, a desired 
possession that can be used as bridewealth. 

Again, increasing understandings by contemporary 
anthropologists have demonstrated that the segmentary 
lineage system is not a static or fixed structure or cul-
tural belief system that determines political alliances and 
consolidation. Instead, it needs to be seen as a structure 
that is often drawn on by individuals to produce political 
coalitions and negotiations for compensation in varying 
ecological, economic, and social circumstances (Salzman 
2004; Lindholm 2002). 

Explaining Tribal Warfare 
Both internal and external warfare is far more  common 
among tribes than among contemporary foragers. 
This does not suggest that all tribal societies 
were engaged in warfare, and there very 
well may have been long interludes 
in which tribes did not engage in 
warfare (Otterbein 2 0 00 ) .  Ap -
parently, at least in some cases, 
tribal warfare was exacerbated 

A Nuer leopard skin chief. These individuals are basically mediators 
who help resolve confl icts by building a consensus. They do not 
have the power to coerce other people. 
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villages and encountered no clinical signs of shortages. 
Furthermore, they discovered that some villages that con-
sumed high amounts of protein engaged in warfare as 
frequently as villages that consumed low amounts. 

Sociobiological Hypotheses of Tribal Warfare
Anthropologist William Durham (1976) offered an evo-
lutionary sociobiological hypothesis of tribal warfare. An 
example of his model is his study of the Mundurucu of 
the Amazon, who had a reputation for continual warfare 
and head-hunting against other tribes. Although Durham 
did not rule out competition for resources and land as an 
explanation for warfare, he hypothesized that, ultimately, 
warfare is an adaptive reproductive strategy. In Durham’s 
view, tribal warfare is a means of increasing  inclusive fit-
ness or reproduction success for related kin-groups on a 
tribal level in competition with other tribal populations 
in the region. In other words, if the population of a rival 
tribe is reduced, one’s own tribe may increase its rate 
of survival and reproduction. Durham believed that in-
creasing the number and survival of offspring (one’s own 
genes) into the next generation is the underlying motiva-
tion for tribal warfare. He is not suggesting that this was 
a conscious evolutionary process, but rather that this 
was an underlying strategy that resulted in reproductive 
success for various tribal populations. 

Multidimensional Explanations of Tribal 
Warfare All the preceding hypotheses view tribal 
warfare as having in some way an adaptive function for 
society or individuals within society. But many critics say 
that although population pressure, competition for land 
and livestock, and reproductive success may help explain 
tribal warfare, these variables need to be combined with 
cultural factors such as honor, prestige, and the enhance-
ment of male status. 

Anthropologist Walter Goldschmidt (1989) noted 
in an essay that males in tribal societies are induced to 
go to war against other groups through institutionalized 
religious and cultural indoctrination. Although in some 
tribal societies warriors are given material rewards such 
as women or land, in most cases nonmaterial rewards 
such as prestige, honor, and spiritual incentives are just 
as important. Most likely, this generalization applies to all 
societies that engage in warfare. 

Law and Confl ict Resolution 
Tribal societies that have no centralized political institu-
tions for addressing internal conflicts must, for the most 
part, rely primarily on informal and formal sanctions to 
resolve conflicts. Because tribes have larger, more settled 
populations and more complex kinship networks than 
do bands, they cannot resolve disputes merely by hav-
ing people move to another location. Thus, many tribal 
groups have developed more formalized legal techniques 
and methods of conflict resolution. 

In general, tribal societies have no formal courts 
and no lawyers. However, ethnographers have found 
in such societies some individuals, usually older males, 
who are highly skilled in negotiation and conflict reso-
lution. These individuals may become mediators who 
help resolve disputes among clans, lineages, and other 
descent groups. One example of a mediator is the Nuer 
leopard skin chief, who attempts to restore amicable 
relations between Nuer patrilineages after a homicide. 
It is important to note that the chief has no authority to 
enforce legal decisions, a pattern typical of mediators in 
tribal societies. These mediators preside over the litiga-
tion procedures, but the final decision can be reached 
only when a consensus is achieved among the different 
descent groups. 

Ordeals Another, more formalized legal mechanism 
found in some tribal societies is known as the ordeal.
Anthropologist R. F. Barton described a classic case of 
an ordeal among the Ifugao, a horticulturalist tribe 
of the Philippines (1919). An Ifugao individual accused of 
a transgression who wanted to claim innocence might 
submit to an ordeal. Barton described several types of 
ordeals found among the Ifugao. In one type, referred to 
as the hot-water ordeal, a person had to reach into a pot 
of boiling water to pull out a pebble and then replace 
it. In another, a red-hot knife was lowered onto a per-
son’s hand. If the party was guilty, his or her hand would 
be burned badly; if innocent, it would not be. If there 
were two disputants, they both had the hot knife low-
ered onto their hands. The one burned more severely 
was judged to be the guilty party. A third type of ordeal 
among the Ifugao involved duels or wrestling matches 
between the disputants. 

A monkalun, or arbiter, supervised all of these or-
deals. The Ifugao assumed, however, that spiritual or su-
pernatural intervention was the ultimate arbiter in these 
cases and that moral transgressions would be punished 
not by the monkalun, but by cosmic religious forces and 
beings who oversee the social and moral order of Ifu-
gaoan life. The monkalun interpreted the evidence and 
acted as an umpire in deciding the guilt or innocence of 
an individual. 

Oaths and Oracles Some tribal societies use oaths 
and oracles to arrive at legal decisions. An oath is an 
attempt to call on a supernatural source of power to 
sanction and bear witness to the truth or falsity of an in-
dividual’s testimony. Some tribal groups rely on oracles,
individuals or sacred objects believed to have special pro-
phetic abilities, to help resolve legal matters. Individuals 
who are believed to have oracular or prophetic powers 
are empowered to make legal decisions. One example 
is the Azande, a tribal group in East Africa described by 
Evans-Pritchard (1937). The Azande used oracles to help 
decide criminal cases. 
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Human Aggression: 
Biological or Cultural? 

T hroughout history, humans have 
been confronted with questions 
about violence and aggression. 

Enlightenment philosophers such as 
Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau wrote about primitive soci-
eties in the state of nature, which they 
believed revealed the “natural” inclina-
tions of humans. In Leviathan (1651) 
by Hobbes, humans were character-
ized as naturally violent, and life in 
primitive societies was described as 
“nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes be-
lieved that the cultural lifestyle of primi-
tives was devoted to a “war of all men 
against all men.” He argued that only 
a strong state could coerce people to 
be peaceful. In contrast, Rousseau, 
in The Social Contract (1762), argued 
that primitive societies were peaceful, 
harmonious communities. He classi-
fi ed these people as “Noble Savages.” 
He claimed that the onset of civilization 
was the corrupting force that resulted 
in warfare and conflict within these 
societies.

One of the problems with both of 
these competing frameworks for un-
derstanding human nature is that they 
were based on superficial, fragmen-
tary, and stereotypical depictions of 
small-scale societies. They drew upon 
the stories, myths, and legends of ex-
plorers, missionaries, and government 
officials of that time to describe the 
native peoples of America and else-
where. During the twentieth century, 
with the development of systematic 
ethnographic studies of indigenous 
societies, anthropologists began to 
build a better understanding of vio-
lence, aggression, and warfare in these 
societies.

In today’s world of mass media, 
we are constantly confronted with ac-
counts of violence and aggression, 
ranging from sports brawls to assaults 
and murders to revolutions and wars. 
The seeming universality of aggres-
sion has led some people to conclude 
with Hobbes that humans are “natu-
rally” violent and innately depraved. Or 
is Rousseau more correct in his view 
that the development of civilization and 
its various corruptions caused once-
peaceful societies to become warlike 
and aggressive? What are the causes 
of human aggression? Is violence 
inbred, or is it learned? Not surpris-
ingly, anthropologists and other social 
scientists have been examining these 
questions for decades, often arriving 
at confl icting conclusions. Some tend 
to be more Hobbesian, whereas oth-
ers are more Rousseauian. To some 
extent, these disputes concerning the 
origins of violence refl ect the biology-
versus-culture debate. 

Sigmund Freud in a famous letter 
to Albert Einstein believed that humans 
were innately vicious with a lethal streak 
([1933] 1964). Freud attributed this in-
humane behavior to the unconscious 
operation of Thanatos or the “death 
instinct,” which he opposed to the “life 
instinct” or Eros. He believed that Than-
atos functioned in every living human to 
reduce life to its original primal state of 
inert matter. When  Thanatos is blocked 
by Eros, its energy is displaced outward 
to subjects other than the self, resulting 
in aggression towards individuals and 
groups. Freud believed that civilization 
and culture or the Superorganic part of 
the mind, (see  Chapter 4: pp. 55–56) 
demanded that humans repress these 
primitive tendencies toward destruction 
and aggressive behavior if they were 
going to live in peace. 

Some psychologists and etholo-
gists attribute warfare and violence to 
humans’ psychobiological genetic heri-
tage. For example, ethologist Konrad 
Lorenz developed an elaborate biologi-
cal hypothesis based on comparisons 
of human and nonhuman animal be-
haviors. In his widely read book  On 
Aggression (1966), Lorenz proposed 
that during humanity’s long period of 
physical evolution, certain genes were 
selected that provide humans with an 
aggressive instinct, which has survival 
value for the species. He argued that 
this instinct evolved through natural se-
lection because of intergroup warfare 
and competition. Lorenz noted that 
nonhuman animals usually do not kill 
within their species and that aggression 
among males within species is highly 
ritualized and rarely leads to death. 
Male deer, wolves, and other social ani-
mals fi ght each other, but this fi ghting 
establishes a hierarchy of dominant and 
submissive males and, therefore, helps 
to ensure order within the group. Thus, 
nonhuman animals have an instinct for 
inhibiting aggression that is activated by 
ritualized fi ghting behavior. 

According to Lorenz, humans, in 
contrast, have evolved as physically 
weak creatures without sharp teeth, 
claws, beaks, or tremendous strength. 
Therefore, the instinct for inhibiting vio-
lence was not selected for the human 
species. According to Lorenz, this ac-
counts for the prevalence of warfare in 
human societies and makes humans 
highly dangerous animals. Compound-
ing this loss of instinctual inhibitions 
against violence is the human tech-
nological capacity to produce deadly 
weapons.

Many anthropologists challenged 
this concept of a universal instinct for 
aggression. Citing ethnographic evidence 

 Critical Perspectives 
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from sociocultural systems that experi-
enced little violence, Ashley Montagu, 
Marshall Sahlins, and most recently, 
Douglas Fry propose that cultural fac-
tors are more important than biological 
factors in determining or infl uencing ag-
gression (Montagu 1968; Sponsel 1998, 
Fry 2006). These anthropologists argue 
that human behavior can be shaped 
and infl uenced in many ways. Humans 
can be extremely violent or extremely 
pacifi c, depending on the prevailing cul-
tural values and norms. In general, these 
anthropologists were more Rousseauian 
in their approach, arguing that external 
forces such as industrial societies and 
globalization had an effect on tribal or 
small-scale societies. 

The anthropologist Napoleon Cha-
gnon hypothesized that aggression 
is related to strategies that have to do 
with reproduction and increasing one’s 
ability to have more children (2000). This 
sociobiological view of warfare and ag-
gression has been challenged by other 
anthropologists (Thorpe 2003; Ferguson 
1995; Fry 2006). Though anthropolo-
gists such as Chagnon, infl uenced by 
sociobiology, denied the existence of 
an aggressive instinct, they agreed that 
humans possess an innate capacity or 
potential for violence. Violent behavior 
can be triggered by a number of fac-
tors that threaten humans’ capacity to 
survive and reproduce, including scarci-
ties of resources, excessive population 
densities, and signifi cant ecological de-
velopments. Sociobiologists and evo-
lutionary psychologists do, however, 
acknowledge that the norms and val-
ues of a particular sociocultural system 
can either inhibit or enhance aggressive 
tendencies. Thus, the same pressures 
that would lead to warfare in one soci-
ety might be resolved without violence 
in a society with a different set of values. 

In a book entitled The Human Po-
tential for Peace: An Anthropological 
Challenge to Assumptions about War 
and Violence, Douglas Fry provides 
discussions of some prehistoric and 
contemporary societies that managed 
to be peaceful including the Semai of 
Malaysia, the Ifaluk of Micronesia, and 
some Inuit (2006). Though the prehis-
tory and history of humanity has dem-
onstrated that people are capable of 
the most heinous acts of violence and 
brutality, Fry emphasizes the peace-
making strategies and the absence 
of warfare is also evident in some 
societies.

In this chapter, we see that warfare 
is much more prevalent in tribal societ-
ies than in the contemporary hunting-
gathering bands of the last chapter. 
Tribal societies such as the horticultur-
alist Yanomamö, some North Ameri-
can Indian tribes, and the pastoralist 
Nuer were more frequently involved 
in violence and aggression. And this 
violence and warfare appear to have 
developed prior to the influence of 
colonialism and outside global pres-
sures. This suggests that the cultiva-
tion of crops and the domestication 
of animals as food sources by these 
tribal societies are related to the origins 
of warfare, as well as to the cultural 
norms and values (Ember and Ember 
1992; LeBlanc 2003). Territories, eco-
logical competition, socialization for 
male aggression, and land become 
more important within these tribal so-
cieties. Yanomamö lineages are im-
portant as social units that defend 
territories against raids and thefts of 
crops. Likewise, Nuer lineages defend 
their cattle against thefts or raids. Most 
of the tribal societies are engaged in 
these defensive strategies involving 
warfare. Yet as we saw in  Chapter 8,

contemporary band or hunter-gatherer 
societies have very limited warfare 
(though they do have homicide and 
violence).

Currently, most anthropologists 
concur that human aggression and 
violence result “partially” from both bi-
ological and cultural factors, although 
they continue to disagree about the 
relative importance of the two. There 
is an ongoing debate among primatol-
ogists about the level of violence and 
aggression in chimpanzee and gorilla 
societies. Contrary to Lorenz’s theo-
ries about nonhuman animals having 
no incidence of violence, primatolo-
gists have much more evidence of 
some violence and aggression from 
their ongoing studies (Goodall 1986; 
Wilson and Wrangham 2003). How-
ever, other studies indicate that the 
aggression and violence within non-
human primate populations are due 
to some extent to human interven-
tion in their natural habitats (Hart and 
Sussman 2005). Anthropological re-
search on the origins of aggression 
and violence has raised some basic 
questions concerning human nature 
and behavior and continues to be 
an important area of research on this 
topic. 

Points to Ponder 

1. If cultural norms and values can 
promote violence, can they also 
eliminate or sharply reduce it? 

2. Can you foresee a society (or a 
world) in which confl icts and prob-
lems are resolved peacefully? Or 
will violence always be with us? 

3. Given the complex relationships 
among various cultural and bio-
logical factors, what concrete steps 
can a society take to reduce the 
level of aggressive behavior? 
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In general, ordeals, oaths, and oracles are more com-
mon among tribal societies with weak authority struc-
tures, in which power is widely diffused throughout the 
society. Individuals in these societies lack the authority 
to enforce judicial rulings and, therefore, do not want to 
accept the full responsibility for making life-and-death 
decisions that would make them politically vulnerable 
(Roberts 1967). 

Religion
Given the immense diversity from tribe to tribe, it is very 
difficult to generalize about tribal religions. Like hunter-
gatherer religions, tribal religions tend to be cosmic reli-
gions; that is, the concepts, beliefs, and rituals of these 
religions are integrated with the natural environment, 
seasonal cycles, and all living organisms. Animism and 
shamanism are common religious traditions. 

Animism and Shamanism 
in South America 
The mingling of animism and shamanism as discussed in 
Chapter 8 among foragers is also evident among some 
tribes. Some of these Amazonian tribes of South America 
use the extracts of certain plants for shamanistic practices. 
The Yanomamö, for example, use a hallucinogenic snuff 
called ebene to induce visual and auditory hallucinations 
during which it is believed an individual will have direct 
contact with the spirit world. The ebene powder is blown 
through a bamboo tube into the nostrils to gain contact 
with the hekura spirits. These spirits, numbering in the 
thousands, are believed to reside in trees, in rocks, and 
even within people’s chests. Through the use of ebene,
Yanomamö shamans fall into trances, enabling them to 
attract and control the hekura for various purposes. 

The Jivaro of Ecuador use a tealike drink, natema, which 
enables almost anyone to achieve a trance state. Natema
is concocted by boiling vines to produce a hallucinogenic 
drink containing alkaloids, which are somewhat similar 
to LSD and mescaline. Among the Jivaro, approximately 
one out of every four males is a shaman. Any adult, male 
or female, who desires to become such a practitioner 
simply gives a gift to an experienced shaman, who, in 
turn, gives the apprentices a drink of  natema, as well 
as some of his own supernatural power in the form of 
spirit helpers. The spirit helpers, or darts, are believed 
to be the major causes of illness and death. Some Jivaro 
shamans send these spirit helpers to infect enemies. Others 
gain the ability to cure illnesses through the use of their 
clairvoyant powers (Harner 1972). 

Witchcraft and Sorcery 
Many tribal societies practice witchcraft and sorcery. 
Evans-Pritchard, in a classic ethnographic study of the 
Azande tribe, referred to witchcraft as a belief in an 
innate, psychic ability of some people to harm others, 

whereas sorcery is a magical strategy in which practitio-
ners manipulate objects to bring about either harmful or 
beneficial effects (1937). Contemporary anthropologists 
regard this distinction as too clear-cut and view the belief 
in occult powers to be much more culturally variant, am-
bivalent, and diffuse in meaning to be subject to this type 
of precise definition. 

Anthropologists perceive witchcraft and sorcery as 
strategies for people to understand bad luck, illness, in-
justice, and other misfortunes that they cannot otherwise 
explain. Sorcerers and witches in tribal societies of Africa 
and Melanesia are often described as insatiably hungry 
individuals who eat others by absorbing their reproduc-
tive powers, children, sexual fluids, and flesh (Patterson 
2008). Witches and sorcerers are usually connected with 
kinship and descent because these are all-important as-
pects of tribal society. In many cases, families are direct-
ing supernatural assaults at one another. Witches and 
sorcerers may manipulate spirits to inflict diseases or use 
poisons on other individuals or families. Many tribal peo-
ples perceive the cosmos as composed of various spirits 
that can affect human lives. Although these peoples ac-
cept cause-and-effect explanations for most occurrences, 
certain phenomena such as pain and suffering do not 
seem to have “natural” causes. These phenomena are, 
therefore, explained in terms of witchcraft and sorcery. 

The Role of Witchcraft In Evans-Pritchard’s study 
of the Azande, witchcraft played a role in all aspects 
of life. Any misfortunes that could not be explained 
by known causes, such as a lack of game or fish or a 
crop failure, were attributed to witchcraft. The Azande 
believed that a person became a witch because of an 
inherited bodily organ or blackish substance known as 
mangu. The identity of a witch was even unknown to 
the individual who had this mangu. A male could in-
herit it only from another male, a female only from an-
other female. The identity of a witch was determined by 
a “poison oracle.” A carefully prepared substance called 
benge was fed to a bird, and a yes-or-no question was 
put to the oracle. Whether the bird survived or died con-
stituted the answer to whether someone was a witch. 
After a witch died, the Azande performed autopsies to 
determine whether witchcraft was carried in a family line. 

Anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn (1967) analyzed 
witchcraft beliefs among the Navajo Indians of the 
southwestern United States. Navajo witches were con-
sidered despicable monsters. The Navajo believed that 
the witches could transform themselves into animals. In 
these werewolf-like transformations, they ate the meat of 
corpses and made poisons from dried and ground human 
flesh, especially that of children. These poisons were 
thrown into houses of enemies, buried in cornfields, or 
placed on victims. Fatal diseases were believed to result 
from the poisons. The Navajo had antidotes (the gall 
of an eagle, bear, mountain lion, or skunk) to forestall 
witchcraft activity, and they usually carried these anti-
dotes with them into public situations. 
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Kluckhohn learned that the Navajo believed witch-
craft was related to economic differences. The Navajo 
thought that those who had more wealth had gained it 
through witchcraft activities such as robbing graves and 
stealing jewelry from the dead. The only way a person 
could refute such an accusation was to share his or her 
wealth with friends and relatives. Thus, Kluckhohn hy-
pothesized that the belief in witchcraft had the effect of 
equalizing the distribution of wealth and promoting har-
mony in the community. 

The Role of Sorcery In tribal groups in Africa, 
New Guinea, and North America, sorcery is also used to 
influence social relationships. Among many tribes, one 
form of sorcery is used to promote fertility and good 
health and to avert evil spells. Another type is used to 
harm people whom the sorcerer hates and resents. 
In some cases, sorcery is used to reinforce infor-
mal sanctions. 

One example of how societies use sor-
cery to explain misfortunes is provided by 
Shirley Lindenbaum’s (1972) study of vari-
ous New Guinea tribes. Among the Fore 
people, sorcery is often used to explain se-
vere illnesses and death, whereas in other 
tribal groups, such as the Mae Enga, sor-
cery is not important. In particular, the Fore 
accuse sorcerers of trying to eliminate all 
women in their society, thereby threaten-
ing the group’s survival. At the time of Lin-
denbaum’s fieldwork, the Fore were faced with 
an epidemic disease that was devastating their popula-
tion. This epidemic disease was found to be a variant of 
Creutzfeld–Jakob disease (mad cow disease), with which 
the Fore were infected as a result of eating human brains 
(Diamond 1997). In this traumatic situation, Lindenbaum 
found that sorcery aided in explaining fundamental sur-
vival questions. 

Totemism 
In addition to animism, shamanism, witchcraft, and 
sorcery, tribal religions are intertwined with corporate 
descent groupings, particularly clans and lineages that 
are linked with totemic spirits that are believed to as-
sist and watch over the group . Recall that clans are 
descent groups with fictive ancestors. Many of these 
clan ancestors are totemic spiritual beings, symboli-
cally personified by a deceased ancestor, animal, or 
plant found in specific environments. For example, 
among many Native American tribes, lineage group-
ings such as clans, moieties, and phratries divide the 
society into different groupings. Each group is symbol-
ized by a particular animal spirit, or totem, which the 
group recognizes as its ancestor. Among the various 
totems are eagles, bears, ravens, coyotes, and snakes. 
There are as many tribal spirits or deities as there are 

constituent kin groupings. Although each grouping 
recognizes the existence of all the deities in the entire 
tribe, the religious activities of each group are devoted 
to that group’s particular spirit. 

Ghost Lineage Members among the Lugbara
The Lugbara of Uganda, Africa, illustrate the familistic as-
pect of tribal religion (Middleton 1960). The Lugbara believe 
that the dead remain an integral part of the lineage struc-
ture of their society. Ancestors include all the dead and 
living forebears of a person’s lineage. The spirits of the 
dead regularly commune with the elders of the lineages. 
Shrines are erected to the dead, and sacrifices are offered 
to ensure that the ancestors will not harm people. It is be-
lieved that people have direct contact with their ancestors 
at these shrines, especially during the sacrifices. 

A Lugbara elder explained the relationship between 
the dead and the living: 

A ghost watches a man giving food at a sacrifice 
to him. A brother of that ghost begs food of 
him. The other will laugh and say “Have you 
no son?” Then he thinks, “Why does my child 
not give me food? If he does not give me food 

soon I shall send sickness to him.” Then 
later that man is seized by sickness, or 

his wife and his children. The sickness 
is that of the ghosts, to grow thin and to 
ache throughout the body; these are the 

sicknesses of the dead. (Middleton 1960:46) 

Art and Music 
Art in tribal societies has both utilitarian and ceremo-
nial functions. The expressive art of the tribes of Papua 
New Guinea and of the U.S. Southwest is used to dec-
orate utensils such as baskets, bowls, and other tools. 
It is also deeply connected with religious and sacred 
phenomena. Various tribes in the interior highlands of 
Papua New Guinea use body decorations as their prin-
cipal art form, whereas the tribal peoples in the coastal 
regions make large, impressive masks that symbolize 
male power. These tribes also use various geometric de-
signs to decorate their ceremonial war shields and other 
paraphernalia. 

The Pueblo Indians of the U.S. Southwest, such as 
the Hopi and Zuni, use distinctive designs in their art-
works to represent a harmonious balance among hu-
mans, nature, and the supernatural. The groups create 
colorful sand paintings that are erased after the ceremony is 
completed. In addition, they make masks and dolls to 
be used in the katchina cult activities.  Katchinas are 
spiritual figures that exercise control over the weather, 
especially rainfall, which is particularly important in 
this arid region. Katchina art is used in various dance 
ceremonies and is believed to help produce benefi-
cial weather conditions. Because clay is abundant in 
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A Katchina doll. The Katchina dolls represent some of the forms of 
artistic production of the Pueblo Indians of the Southwest. 

Summary 
Most anthropologists use the term tribe to refer to peoples 
who rely on horticulture, which is a limited form of ag-
riculture, or pastoralism, which involves the maintenance 
of animals, for their basic subsistence. Most horticultural-
ists reside in tropical rain forests, whereas most pastoralists 
reside in eastern and northern Africa and the Middle East. 

The population of tribal societies is larger than that 
of forager societies because they have more abundant 
food supplies. The economic patterns of tribal societies 
are based on reciprocal exchanges, although some groups 
have developed special-purpose forms of monetary 
exchanges for certain goods. Property ownership is based 
on large kinship groups. 

Social organization varies widely from region to re-
gion. Large extended families are the norm. Anthropol-
ogists generally find that tribal societies have extensive 
descent groups consisting of many extended families 
known as lineages (patrilineages and matrilineages), 

clans, phratries, and moieties that are multifunctional and 
corporate in nature. 

Marriage in tribal societies tends to be polygynous 
and usually involves bridewealth exchanges. Marriage 
bonds are the basis of descent-group alliances among 
villages. Marital practices such as the levirate and soro-
rate tend to cement social ties among descent groups in 
tribes.

Despite some early research that indicated women 
had a fairly high status in tribal societies, modern anthro-
pologists find that patriarchy prevails in most tribes. At 
times, patriarchy is associated with sexism and the mal-
treatment of women. Anthropologists have been investi-
gating the relationship among subsistence, warfare, and 
biology to explain the prevalence of patriarchy in tribal 
societies.

Age is another important feature of social organiza-
tion in tribal societies. In some tribes, age sets are the 
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the Southwest, the Pueblo Indians developed elabo-
rate pottery with complex geometric motifs and ani-
mal figures representing different tribal groups in 
the area. 

Musical Traditions 
Music and musical instruments vary from one region 
to another. For example, various tribes in sub-Saharan 
Africa produce a vast range of musical instruments, in-
cluding drums, bells, shells, rattles, and hand pianos. The 
musical instruments are heard solo and in ensembles. 
The hand piano, or mbira, is a small wooden board to 
which a number of metal keys are attached. The keys 
are arranged to produce staggered tones so that certain 
melodic patterns can be improvised. Along with the in-
strumentation, singing is used in many cases to invoke 
specific moods: sadness, happiness, or a sense of spiritu-
ality (Mensah 1983). 

Native American tribal musical traditions also vary 
from region to region. The musical instruments consist 
primarily of percussive rattles and drums. The drumming 
is done with a single drumstick, although several drum 
players may accompany the drummer. The traditional 
tribal music includes spiritual hymns, game songs, recre-
ational dance music, war dance music, and shamanistic 
chanting. Most of the songs, even the game and recre-
ational songs, are inseparable from sacred rituals related 
to crop fertility, healing, and other life crises. Nearly all of 
the music is vocal, sung by choruses. Many of the song 
texts contain extensive use of syllables such as “yu-waw, 
yu-waw, hi hi hi, yu-wah hi.” These songs help to cre-
ate a hypnotic spiritual consciousness that produces an 
appropriate sacred atmosphere (McAllester 1983, 1984). 
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basis of economic, political, and religious organization. 
As people age in tribal societies, they often become more 
powerful, and in some cases, gerontocratic societies arise. 

Tribal political organization is usually decentralized 
and lacks permanent political offices. In horticultural-
ist tribes, village headmen and big men often organize 
and arrange intervillage political activities. In pastoralist 
tribes, the lack of centralized leadership often leads to 
segmentary lineage systems based on the consolidation 
of kinship principles to resolve feuds and disputes. 

Warfare tends to be more prevalent among tribal 
societies than among contemporary foraging societies. 

Anthropologists have investigated the causes of tribal 
warfare by examining ecological, demographic, eco-
nomic, and biological factors. Most anthropologists agree 
that no one of these factors explains tribal warfare and that 
they must use cultural variables such as honor, status, 
and glory to offer comprehensive explanations. 

Religion in tribal societies consists of animism, sha-
manism, witchcraft, and sorcery. These practices and be-
liefs help to explain illness, bad luck, and various crises. 
In addition, tribal religion is often familistic, with beliefs 
in ancestor worship and spirits that commune with the 
living members of descent groups. 

Questions to Think About 
1. What are some of the demographic differences one 

finds between foragers and food producers such as 
pastoralists and horticulturalists? Why do you think 
these differences exist? 

2. Discuss the concept of property ownership in tribal 
societies. How does it differ from what generally oc-
curs in band societies? 

 3.  What is a descent group? What forms do descent 
groups take? What are some of their functions? 

 4.  Discuss the functions of a descent group in manag-
ing the economic rights and obligations of a tribal 
society. Use specific examples to illustrate your 
points. 

5. Why do you think a society would have marriage 
rules such as the levirate and sororate? 

6. What are some of the explanations given for the fact 
that anthropologists have not found any truly matri-
archal societies in the archaeological, historical, or 
ethnographic records? 

7. What forms of political organization are found in 
tribal societies? What are some of the reasons that 
have been offered to explain these types of political 
organization? How do these types of political organi-
zation differ from those found in forager groups? 

8. How are descent groups associated with tribal reli-
gious practices? 

age sets 
ambilineal descent group 
bilateral descent 
bridewealth 
clan
complementary opposition 
descent group 
gerontocracy 

horticulture 
kindreds 
levirate
lineages
matrilineal descent group 
moieties
money
oath

oracles
parallel-cousin marriage 
pastoralists
patrilineal descent group 
phratries
primogeniture 
segmentary lineage system 
sexism

sorcery 
sororate 
ultimogeniture 
unilineal descent groups 
witchcraft
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Chapter Questions 

� What characteristics of an environment are conducive 
to the development of chiefdom societies? 

� How is the political system of chiefdoms related to 
the economic system? 

� How does the social structure of chiefdom societies 
compare to that of egalitarian societies? 

� In what ways are the legal and religious traditions 
of chiefdoms different from those of tribal and band 
societies?

the chiefdom to be a subcategory of the tribe, whereas 
others view it as qualitatively different from tribes and 
bands (Service [1962] 1971; Sahlins 1968; Earle 1997). 
Anthropologists have designated two different forms of 
chiefdoms: One is a centralized political system with 
localized chiefs who control economic, social, political, 
and religious affairs; a second is more decentralized, 
with centers of political power and authority distributed 
throughout a region and with chiefs having control over 
different local arenas. Although most anthropologists 
now recognize the limitations of the term  chiefdom as 
it is applied to a vast range of societies in different cir-
cumstances, most also consider it a valuable category for 
cross-cultural and comparative research. 

As with tribal and foraging societies, hundreds of 
chiefdoms existed during at least the past 12,000 years 
of human history. Chiefdoms were widespread through-
out Polynesia, including the islands of Hawaii, Tahiti, and 
Tonga. They also flourished in parts of North, Central, 
and South America; North Africa; the Middle East; sub-
Saharan Africa; the Caribbean; and Southeast Asia; and 
in Europe during the days of the Roman Empire. Today, 
however, very few of these chiefdoms remain as autono-
mous societies. Therefore, the past tense is used to dis-
cuss most of these societies. Not surprisingly, a great deal 
of the research on chiefdoms is based upon archaeologi-
cal and historical documentation. 

The precise transition to a chiefdom society from 
a prior form of society is not well documented in any 
part of the world. But through comparisons with tribal 
and foraging societies, anthropologists have developed 
various hypotheses to explain this transition. The central 
question is: How did one particular descent group (or 
several descent groups) manage to gain advantages or 
monopolies of resources over other descent groups? In 
other words, how did social stratification and economic 
inequality emerge from the egalitarian economic and po-
litical processes found in tribal or foraging societies? 

Stereotypical Images of 
Chiefdom Peoples: The Case 
of the Pacifi c Islands 
As seen in our earlier chapters on bands and tribes, up 
until the twentieth century many people in both West-
ern and non-Western regions of the world, including sci-
entists, scholars, politicians, anthropologists, and others, 
had racist and ethnocentric views of people within these 
societies and believed they had low intelligence and ra-
cial traits that kept them undeveloped compared with in-
dustrialized or more advanced societies. If many of the 
Native Hawaiians or other Polynesian peoples, Native 
Americans, or other people who were living in chiefdom 
societies have become doctors, lawyers, computer sci-
entists, biologists, and anthropologists, as has happened 
today, why were those chiefdoms lacking in advanced 
technologies or more developed societies? 

The Concept of the Chiefdom 

L
ike the term  tribe, the term  chiefdom has caused 
a certain amount of confusion outside anthropol-
ogy. A major reason for this is that chiefdoms 
have little to do with what people commonly re-

fer to as “chiefs.” In the past, Western explorers, mission-
aries, and government officials used the label “chief” to 
describe any individual who held a leadership role in a 
non-Western, stateless society. But as we have learned 
in our previous discussions of band and tribal societies, 
political leadership was usually widely diffused in these 
groups, and many of these societies did not have per-
manent systems of leadership; rather, they had loosely 
decentralized systems. For example, in Chapter  9, we 
discussed the Nuer leopard skin chief. The Nuer, how-
ever, are not classified as a chiefdom society. In addition, 
many Native American societies had leaders who were 
usually referred to as “chiefs,” although these societies 
were usually tribes, rather than chiefdoms.

In contrast to this common usage, anthropologists 
use chiefdom to refer to a form of complex society that is 
intermediate between the band and tribal societies (dis-
cussed in Chapters 8 and  9) and the formally organized 
bureaucratic state societies (discussed in Chapters 11 and 
Chapter 12). A chiefdom is a political economy that or-
ganizes regional populations in the thousands or tens of 
thousands through a hierarchy of leaders, or chiefs. Typi-
cally, chiefs own, manage, and control the basic produc-
tive factors of the economy and have privileged access to 
strategic and luxury goods. These leaders are set off from 
the rest of society by various cultural practices and sym-
bols, such as clothing, jewelry, specialized language, and 
social status. Thus, chiefdom societies are not egalitarian
in the sense that band and tribal societies are. 

Another reason that the term  chiefdom is often un-
clear is that chiefdom societies vary greatly with respect 
to political, economic, and cultural forms. Hence, even 
anthropologists frequently disagree about which soci-
eties should be classified as chiefdoms. Some consider 
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Again, Jared Diamond’s book Guns, Germs, and 
Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (1997) has been influ-
enced by anthropologists on these issues. Diamond has 
a chapter in the book that focuses on sociocultural de-
velopments in different areas of the Pacific Islands that 
have been studied by anthropologists for many years. In 
some Pacific island areas such as Australia, the people 
were organized as bands and lived as hunter-gatherers, 
whereas in Papua New Guinea, the people domesticated 
some plants such as yams and raised pigs, as we saw 
in the last chapter, and became tribally organized soci-
eties. However, the people that eventually migrated to 
the islands of Polynesia, such as Tahiti, Samoa, Hawaii, 
and Easter Island, developed multifaceted sociocultural 
societies known as chiefdoms with extremely sophisti-
cated monument and sculpture constructions, extensive 
centralized economic and political systems, and elabo-
rate temples with full-time priests, musicians, and others 
who officiated at and performed highly complex rituals. 
Diamond indicates that each one of these different island 
areas had plant and animal resources, ecological condi-
tions, climate, and geographical conditions that either en-
abled complex sociocultural developments or inhibited 
the emergence of these developments. Again, the island 
of Australia—as noted in Chapter 8 on band societies—
contained very few animals and plants that could be do-
mesticated and had very few areas of arable land suitable 
for agricultural developments. Papua New Guinea had a 
little more, whereas the islands of Polynesia had an enor-
mous array of rich and varied landscapes with ecological 
resources that offered much more potential for sociocul-
tural complexity. As we shall see in the descriptions of 
chiefdoms, ecological, demographic, economic, social, 
political, and religious factors all influenced the develop-
ment of chiefdom societies. We begin with a description 
of the environments and subsistence activities of different 
chiefdoms.

Environment, Subsistence, 
and Demography 
Most chiefdom societies have occupied ecological regions 
that contain abundant resources, usually more abundant 
than the resources in the areas inhabited by band and 
tribal societies. 

Pacifi c Island Chiefdoms 
In the area known as Polynesia, which extends west-
ward from Hawaii to New Zealand and includes Samoa, 
Tahiti, and Tonga (see  Figure 10.1), various chiefdoms 
existed. The arable land on these Pacific Islands is very 
fertile, and the soil is covered by a dense forest growth. 
Rainfall is plentiful, and the average temperature is 77° F 
year-round. Tahiti is a typical example of a Polynesian is-
land on which most of the people resided on the coastal 
flatlands.

One important aspect of subsistence for the Tahitian 
people was the bountiful harvest from the sea. Fish and 
shellfish accounted for a substantial portion of their diet. 
The coconut palm, which grows abundantly even in 
poor soil, provided nourishment from its meat and milk, 
as well as oil for cooking. The breadfruit plant was an-
other important foodstuff; if fermented, breadfruit can be 
stored in pits for long periods of time. 

Like many other chiefdom societies, the Tahitians 
practiced intensive horticulture, in which one improves 
crop production by irrigating, fertilizing, hoeing, and ter-
racing the land. Using intensive horticulture (and enjoy-
ing near-perfect weather conditions), the Tahitians were 
able to make efficient use of small parcels of arable land. 
Although this type of agriculture demanded labor, time, 
and energy, the agricultural yields it produced were 
much greater than those produced by tribal peoples who 
practiced slash-and-burn horticulture. 

The Tahitians’ most important crops were taro, yams, 
and sweet potatoes. Supplementing these crops were 
bananas, plantains, sugar cane, and gourds. Protein re-
quirements were met by the consumption of seafood and 
such animals as domesticated pigs, chickens, and, on 
occasion, dogs. (The Polynesians did distinguish between 
dogs that were kept as pets and those that were used 
for food.) The native peoples of Hawaii, Samoa, Easter 
Island, and the Cook Islands had essentially the same 
ecological setting for the development of a highly pro-
ductive subsistence strategy. 

African Chiefdoms 
Anthropologist Jacques Maquet (1972) suggested that 
a very high proportion of precolonial African societies 
were chiefdoms. These savanna chiefdom societies in-
cluded peoples such as the Kpelle of Liberia, the Bemba 
of Zambia, and the Luba and Songhe of Central Africa. 
These chiefdoms developed in the dry forest, the wood-
land savanna, and the grassy savanna. In the savanna re-
gions, the use of intensive horticulture, including the use 
of hoes, produced a surplus of crops consisting of cereals 
such as sorghum, millet, cassava, and maize and legumes 
such as peas and beans. Archaeologists have determined 
that sorghum, rice, and millet were cultivated as far back 
as 1000 B.C. (McIntosh and McIntosh 1993; R. McIntosh 
2005). Generally, these chiefdoms were more decentral-
ized, and power was diffused throughout wide-ranging 
areas by localized leadership (McIntosh 1999; R. McIn-
tosh 2005). 

Native American Chiefdoms 

The Mississippi Region One prehistoric ecologi-
cal region in North America where various chiefdom 
societies flourished was the region along the Mississippi 
River extending from Louisiana northward to Illinois. One 
of the primary cultural centers of the North American 
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chiefdoms was the Cahokian society, located near where 
the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers come together. This 
area contained extremely fertile soil and abundant re-
sources of fish, shellfish, and game animals. The Ca-
hokian people also practiced intensive horticulture, 
using hoes and fertilizers to produce their crops. The 
Cahokian chiefdom society emerged around 950  A.D.
and reached its peak by about 1100. At that point, it had 
evolved into an urban center with a population of about 
20,000 people. 

The Northwest Coast Another region in North 
America that contains a vast wealth of natural resources 
is the area of the Northwest Coast. This area is bounded 
by the Pacific Ocean on the west and mountain ranges 
on the east. Numerous groups, such as the Haida, Tlingit, 
Tsimshian, Kwakiutl (Kwakwaka’wakw), Bella Coola, 
Bella Bella, Nootka, Makah, and Tillamook, lived in this 
region (see Figure 10.2). These societies are usually cat-
egorized as chiefdoms, although they do not fit the ideal 
pattern as neatly as do the Polynesian societies (Lewellen 
1983). Although there were some differences in respect 

to subsistence and adaptation for each group, the pat-
terns were very similar for the entire region. 

One of the major reasons the Northwest Coast 
groups do not fit as well into the chiefdom category is 
that they were essentially hunters and gatherers and did 
not practice any horticulture or agriculture. Because of 
their economic, social, and political features, however, 
they have been traditionally characterized as chiefdoms. 
The unique ecological conditions of the region enabled 
these societies to develop patterns not usually associated 
with the hunters and gatherers discussed in Chapter 8.
Instead of residing in marginal environments as did many 
foragers, these peoples lived in environments rich with 
resources.

The ecological conditions on the Northwest Coast 
were as ideal as those of the Pacific Islands. The climate 
was marked by heavy rainfall, and the mountain barrier 
to the east sheltered the region from cold winds from the 
continent. The region could, therefore, support rich forests 
of cedar, fir, and other trees. Game such as deer, bears, 
ducks, and geese were plentiful, and berries, roots, and 
other plants were easily harvested. The most important 
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food resources, however, came from the coastal and in-
land waters. Streams and rivers were filled every fall with 
huge salmon, which were smoked and dried for storage, 
providing a year-round food source. The coastal waters 
supplied these groups with shellfish, fish, and sea mam-
mals such as seals, sea otters, and porpoises. 

The environments of the Pacific Islands, the Missis-
sippi region, and the Northwest Coast of North America 

produced what is known as regional symbiosis. In re-
gional symbiosis, a people resides in an ecological hab-
itat divided into different resource areas; groups living 
in these different areas become interdependent. People 
in one region may subsist on fishing; in another region, 
on hunting; and in a third region, on cultivation. These 
groups exchange products, thus establishing mutual 
dependency.

An artist’s recreation of the Cahokia Mound 
around 1200  A.D.
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Demography
Anthropologists hypothesize that population growth is an 
important factor in the centralized administration and so-
cial complexity associated with chiefdoms (Carneiro 1967; 
Dumond 1972). Chiefdom populations, which range from 
5,000 to 50,000 people, frequently exceed the carrying ca-
pacity of the region (Drennan 1987; Johnson and Earle 
2000). Population growth leads to an increased risk of 
shortages of food and other resources. To maintain ad-
equate resources, these societies give certain individuals 
the power and authority to organize systematically the 
production and accumulation of surplus resources (Sah-
lins 1958; Johnson and Earle 2000). 

Technology 
Chiefdom societies developed technologies that reflected 
their abundant and varied natural resources. Although the 
Polynesians relied primarily on digging sticks for intensive
horticulture, but they also had many specialized tools—
including tools to cut shells and stones—for making jew-
elry, knives, fishhooks, harpoons, nets, and large canoes. 
Likewise, the Cahokian society had an elaborate technol-
ogy consisting of fishhooks, grinding stones, mortars and 
pestles, hoes, and many other tools. These more elaborate 
technologies resulted in many specialized occupations for 
the development of crafts, tools, and as we will see artists, 
musicians, and many other artisans. With these special-
ized occupations and the resulting complex division of 
labor, patterns of hierarchy and social stratification began 
to emerge in chiefdom societies. 

Housing
The dwellings used in chiefdom societies varied over 
regions, depending on the materials available. The tra-
ditional Pacific island houses of Tahiti and Hawaii were 
built with poles and thatched with coconut leaves and 

other vegetation. The island houses needed repair from 
time to time, but generally were long-lasting dwell-
ings. Similarly, the Cahokian people built firm hous-
ing by plastering clay over a wood framework. In the 
Northwest Coast villages, people lived in houses made 
of cedar planks, which were some of the most solid 
houses constructed in all of America before European 
colonization. Recently, archaeologists have been exca-
vating these cedar plank houses in the Northwest Coast 
to understand the characteristics of households. Dana 
Lepofsky and her colleagues have been comparing the 
cedar plank houses built in the coastal villages of the 
Northwest Coast with the inland houses in British Co-
lumbia and Washington (2009; Rodning 2010). They 
find that in the coastal villages the plank houses are 
arranged in rows facing the water. The houses in the 
interior regions are not arranged in rows or circles. In 
addition, they also find that the cedar plank houses be-
come larger as more permanent and less cyclical types 
of settlements are developed. 

In all these chiefdom societies, the housing struc-
tures of the chief’s family were much more elaborate, 
spacious, and highly decorated than those of other 
people. Yet, archaeologists Gary Coupland and his col-
leagues find that in the Northwest Coast houses there 
are different types of households. In the larger struc-
tures associated with the chiefs, families of different sta-
tus levels were living within the same house; whereas 
in smaller houses there were only low-status residents 
(2009). They interpret these findings to suggest that the 
multi-status large households functioned to maintain 
an enhanced communal and cooperative atmosphere 
as patterns of increased social hierarchy and ranking 
developed within these chiefdom societies. Chiefdom 
societies had to manage and balance the new patterns 
of inequality and stratification through political, eco-
nomic, and religious strategies, but also through social 
integration. 

Many of the Northwest Coast chiefdoms 
use the potlatch for redistributing goods and 
resources. 
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Political Economy 
Because the economic and political aspects of chiefdom 
societies are so strongly interrelated, we discuss these 
variables together. As we shall see, as political centraliza-
tion emerged in chiefdom societies, the economic system 
came under the control of the chiefly elite. 

Food Storage 
One aspect of the economy that often played a key role 
in chiefdom societies was the storage of food. For chief-
doms to exist, resources had to be abundant, and people 
needed a technology for storing and preserving these re-
sources. Food storage was a key variable in the ability 
of a society to become economically productive, creating 
the potential for economic and political stratification. Al-
though there were occasional instances of food storage 
in some nomadic hunter-gatherer societies in marginal 
environments, food storage was not common among 
foragers or tribal societies (Testart 1988). Archaeologist 
Brian Hayden has emphasized how the storage of food 
was a risk-reducing strategy and enabled chiefdoms to 
pool their resources to enhance a “social safety network” 
for many families (2009). In chiefdoms, families would 
store more food than was needed to reduce risk in the 
face of uncertainties in the future. 

The Northwest Coast Native Americans provide an 
example of food-storage methods practiced by chief-
doms. These societies experienced two different seasonal 
cycles: In the summer, the groups engaged in fishing, 
hunting, and gathering; in the winter, little subsistence 
activity occurred. During the winter, these peoples lived 
on stored food, particularly smoked and preserved 
salmon. In these circumstances, certain descent groups 
and individuals accumulated surpluses, thereby acquiring 
a higher position in the society. 

Property Ownership 
Property ownership developed when a powerful individ-
ual, a chief, who was the head of a lineage, a village, or a 
group of interrelated villages, claimed exclusive ownership 
of the territory within the region. To use the land, other 
people had to observe certain restrictions on their produc-
tion and turn over some of their resources to the chiefs. 

In chiefdom societies, property ownership tended to 
become more closely identified with particular descent 
groups and individuals. For example, on the Northwest 
Coast, fishing sites with large and predictable runs of 
salmon tended to be owned and inherited by particular 
corporate kin groups. As another example, specific chiefs 
among the Trobriand Islands owned and maintained 
more or less exclusive rights to large canoes that were 
important in regional trade. 

Recently, D. Blair Gibson concludes from his ex-
aminations of Early Medieval Irish texts that land within 
Irish chiefdoms was regarded as a private commodity for 

chiefs (2008). The holding and transfer of land was re-
stricted to the chiefs and their dependents, whereas the 
land held by commoners was held communally. These 
forms of private property for chiefs were widespread 
among chiefdom societies. 

Political Aspects of Property Ownership
Anthropologists differ over how much exclusive owner-
ship the chief had over his realm. As we shall see later 
in the chapter, the political authority of a chief did have 
some limitations. Accordingly, the claim to exclusive 
rights over the territories may, in some cases, have been 
restricted. For example, among the Kpelle of Liberia in 
West Africa, the land was said to be owned formally by 
the paramount chief (the highest-ranking chief), who di-
vided it into portions for each village in the chiefdom. 
These portions were then distributed in parcels to fami-
lies of various lineages. Once land was parceled out, it 
remained within the lineage until the lineage died out. 
In this sense, the paramount chief was only a steward 
holding land for the group he represented (Gibbs 1965). 
Among the Trobriand Islands, in theory, a  dala, a cor-
porate matrilineal kin group comprised of some sixty-
five persons, owned its own land for cultivating yams 
and other crops for exchange. However, a  dala leader 
(a son within the matrilineage) had effective control over 
the access and allocation of crops from the land (Weiner 
1976).

Political Authority among Chiefdoms Whereas
the political structures of bands and tribes were imper-
manent and indefinite, chiefdom political structures were 
well defined, permanent, and corporate. In chiefdoms, the 
leadership functions were formalized in the institutional-
ized office of chief, with the personal qualities of the chief 
being unrelated to the responsibilities and prerogatives of 
the office. (An  office refers to the position of authority 
assigned to a person.) In most cases, the chief’s office had 
clearly defined rules of succession. The office of the chief 
existed apart from the man who occupied it, and upon his 
death, the office had to be filled by a man from a simi-
lar chiefly family. This system differed markedly from the 
big-man system found in some tribes, in which leadership 
positions were attached to particular individuals based on 
personal characteristics. Tribal societies had no hereditary 
rules of succession; the big man’s authority could not be 
passed on to his sons or to other kin. 

In many of the Polynesian chiefdoms, the rule of 
succession was based upon primogeniture, in which the 
eldest son assumed the status (and realm) of the father. 
This form of political succession is prevalent in other 
chiefdom societies as well. The rule of primogeniture 
helped to avoid a power struggle when the chief died, 
and it provided for continuity for the overall political 
(and economic) system (Service 1975). 

As is evident from our previous discussions, the 
chiefs had a great deal of control over both surplus 
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prestige goods and strategic resources, including food 
and water. This control enhanced chiefly status, rank, 
and authority, ensuring both loyalty and deference on 
the part of those from lower descent groups. In addi-
tion, it enabled the chiefs to exercise a certain amount of 
coercion. They could recruit armies, distribute land and 
water rights to families, and sentence someone to death 
for violating certain societal norms. 

Limits on Chiefly Power Nevertheless, chiefs did 
not maintain absolute power over their subjects. They 
ruled with minimal coercion based on their control over 
economic production and redistribution, rather than on 
fear or repression. This political legitimacy was buttressed 
by religious beliefs and rituals, which are discussed later. 

A Case Study: The Trobriand Islands The 
political systems of the Pacific island societies had vary-
ing degrees of chiefly authority. Chiefly authority was more 
limited among the Trobrianders than among the Hawaiians 
and Tahitians. The Trobriand chief had to work to expand 
his arena of power and status and to prevent other chiefs 
from destroying or diminishing his ancestral rights (Weiner 
1987). Much economic and political competition existed 
among the chiefs of matrilineal descent groups. A Trobri-
and chief gained rights, legitimacy, and authority through 
descent. That authority, however, also depended upon 
what the chief accomplished in terms of redistributing 
food and other resources by giving feasts. Generos-
ity was, therefore, one of the most important aspects 
of Trobriand chieftaincy. If generosity was not demon-
strated, the chief’s power, authority, and legitimacy dimin-
ished. Chiefs were frequently replaced by other, more 
generous people within the chiefly family. 

A Case Study: Hawaii and Tahiti The aboriginal 
Hawaiian and Tahitian chiefdoms tended to be more fully 
developed than those of the Trobrianders. For example, 
Hawaiian society was divided into various social strata 
composed of descent groups. The highest-ranking noble 
stratum, known as ali’i, was made up of district chiefs and 
their families. Within the highest-ranking descent groups, 
the eldest son (or daughter) inherited the political and 
social status of the father. Above the  ali’i were the para-
mount chiefs, or ali’inui, who ruled over the islands. 

The paramount chiefs and district chiefs were treated 
with reverence and extreme deference. They were car-
ried around on litters, and the “commoners”—farmers, 
fishermen, craftsworkers, and “inferiors”—had to pros-
trate themselves before the nobles. Thus, political legiti-
macy and authority were much more encompassing than 
in the Trobriand case. 

This does not mean, however, that the Hawaiian or 
Tahitian chiefs had absolute or despotic power. In fact, 
most of the evidence indicates that the political stabil-
ity of Tahitian and Hawaiian chiefdoms was somewhat 
delicate. There were constant challenges to the para-
mount and district chiefs by rival leaders who made 

genealogical claims to rights of succession. In addition to 
manipulating genealogical status, these rivals would marry 
women of chiefly families in order to be able to challenge 
a paramount chief’s leadership. In many cases, paramount 
chiefs had to demonstrate their authority and power not 
only through the redistribution of land, food, and prestige 
goods, but also through warfare against rival claimants. If 
a paramount chief was unable to hold his territorial area, 
challengers could increase their political power, and the 
political legitimacy of the paramount chief might diminish 
substantially. Permanent conquest by rival chiefs over a par-
amount chief resulted in a new ranking system in which the 
lineage of the conquering group supplanted that of the par-
amount chief. When this occurred in Hawaii, the paramount 
chief’s descent group was sacrificed to the new ruler’s dei-
ties (Valeri 1985). Thus, conquest did not result in the com-
plete overthrow of the society’s political structure. Rather, 
it consisted of revolts that minimally reordered social and 
political rankings. The basic fabric of the chiefdoms was not 
transformed; one noble lineage simply replaced another. 

In some cases, the chiefs tried to establish a more 
permanent basis of power and authority. For example, 
chiefs occasionally meted out a death sentence for those 
accused of committing treason or of plotting to over-
throw a chief. Yet this use of force was rarely displayed. 
Despite the fact that authority was centralized, political 
legitimacy was based ultimately upon consensus and the 
goodwill of the populace, rather upon than military co-
ercion. Polynesian chiefs could normally expect to com-
mand a majority of the labor and military needed in their 
domains simply by occupying their political office. But 
if things were going badly or if the chief was not fair 
and generous in redistributing food and resources or in 
settling disputes, armed revolts could begin, or political 
struggles could erupt—not to overthrow the political or 
social order, but to substitute one chief for another. 

The Evolution of Chiefdoms 
A number of anthropologists, including the late Elman 
Service ([1962] 1971), hypothesized that in some cases 
chiefdom societies emerged because of regional symbio-
sis. Because particular descent groups were strategically 
located among territories with different resources, these 
groups played a key role in the exchange and allocation 
of resources throughout the population. Eventually, some 
of the leaders of these descent groups became identified 
as the chiefs or centralized leaders. In other words, by reg-
ulating the exchange of resources, the chiefs held these 
formerly autonomous regions together under a centralized 
administration. In a detailed account of the evolution of 
chiefdoms, Service (1975) referred to cultural ideology, as 
well as ecological variables, to identify certain individuals 
and descent groups as chiefs. He argued that particular in-
dividuals and their descent group were recognized as hav-
ing more prestige and status. A consensus thus emerged 
within the society regarding who became chiefs. 
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Based on his research of Polynesian chiefdoms, ar-
chaeologist Timothy Earle (1977, 1997) challenged the 
hypothesis that chiefdoms emerged through regional 
symbiosis. By analyzing the ecological conditions and 
reconstructing exchange networks in Hawaii and other 
Polynesian locations, Earle found that commodity ex-
changes were much more limited and did not involve 
large-scale exchanges among specialized ecological re-
gions, as had been described by Service and others. Ex-
changes were localized, and most households appear to 
have had access to all critical resources. 

Earle (1987, 1997) suggested that the key factor in the 
evolution of chiefdoms was the degree of control over vi-
tal productive resources and labor. In the case of Hawaii, 
with population growth, land became a scarce commod-
ity, and competition for the limited fertile land developed. 
Chiefs conquered certain agricultural lands over which 
they claimed exclusive rights. Other people received use 
rights to small subsistence plots in return for their work 
on the chief’s lands. This system permitted the chiefs to 
exercise much more extensive control over resources and 
labor. According to Earle, in contrast to the paramount 
chief as the steward of the land, these chiefs not only had 
“title” to the land, but also effectively controlled the labor 
on the land. Thus, the chiefly families had a great deal of 
power and authority over other people. 

Archaeologists have emphasized that there is a 
tremendous amount of variability around the world in 
respect to chiefdoms (Kowalewski 2008). Most archae-
ological studies indicate that there was not a simple 
unilineal evolution from hunter-gatherer to tribes to 
chiefdoms. In many areas, chiefdoms were unstable po-
litical systems that oscillated back and forth through de-
centralized forms to centralized forms. The late Edmund 
Leach’s classic ethnographic research emphasized the 
cycling and oscillation from egalitarian tribal societ-
ies to hierarchical chiefdoms and back to egalitarian 
forms of unstable political systems among the Kachin 
peoples of highland Burma (1954). In addition, some-
times chiefdoms emerged when large agricultural states 
disintegrated. In his analysis of chiefdoms in Tanzania, 
Thomas Hakånsson draws attention to how chiefdoms 
are also sometimes embedded in larger networks with 
agricultural societies through trade, exchange, and po-
litical processes (1998, 2007, 2010). Thus, again, there 
was no simple unilineal evolution from egalitarian tribes 
to chiefdoms; there were different trajectories of evolu-
tion in various areas and periods of time. Archaeologists 
find this pattern of cycling among chiefdoms in many 
areas of the world (Kowalewski 2008; S. McIntosh 1999; 
R. McIntosh 2005). 

Economic Exchange 
Chiefdom societies practiced a number of different types 
of economic exchange. Two basic types of exchange are 
reciprocal exchanges and redistributional exchanges. 

Reciprocal Exchange Like all societies, chiefdoms 
engaged in reciprocal exchanges. One classic case of bal-
anced reciprocal exchange occurred among the Trobriand 
Islanders, as described by Bronislaw Malinowski ([1922] 
1961). The Trobrianders, intensive horticulturalists who 
raised yams and depended heavily on fishing, maintained 
elaborate trading arrangements with other island groups. 
They had large sea canoes, or outriggers, and traveled 
hundreds of miles on sometime dangerous seas to con-
duct what was known as the kula exchange. 

The Kula Exchange The kula was the ceremonial 
trade of valued objects that took place among a number 
of the Trobriand Islands. In his book  Argonauts of the 
Western Pacific ([1922] 1961), Malinowski described how 
red-shell necklaces and white-shell armbands were ritu-
ally exchanged from island to island through networks 
of male traders. The necklaces traditionally traveled 
clockwise, and the armbands traveled counterclockwise. 
These necklaces and armbands were constantly circulat-
ing, and the size and value of these items had to be per-
fectly matched (hence, balanced reciprocity). People did 
not keep these items very long; in fact, they were seldom 
worn. There was no haggling or discussion of price by 
any of the traders. 

Trobriand males were inducted into the trading net-
work through elaborate training regarding the proper eti-
quette and magical practices of the kula. The young men 
learned these practices through their fathers or mothers’ 
brothers and eventually established trading connections 
with partners on other islands. 

A more utilitarian trade accompanied the ceremonial 
trade. Goods such as tobacco, pottery, coconuts, fish, 
baskets, and mats were exchanged through the Trobri-
and trading partners. In these exchanges, the partners 
haggled and discussed price. Malinowski referred to this 
trade as secondary trade, or  barter, the direct exchange 
of one commodity for another. He argued that the cer-
emonial kula trade created emotional ties among trad-
ing partners and that the utilitarian trade was secondary 
and incidental. Because of this argument, Malinowski 
is often referred to as one of the first substantivist eco-
nomic anthropologists (see Chapter 7). He hypothesized 
that the economic production and exchange of utilitarian 
goods were embedded in the social practices and cultural 
norms of the  kula exchange, which was noneconomic. 

Some anthropologists, however, hypothesized that 
the ceremonial trade was only the ritual means for con-
ducting the more utilitarian transactions for material 
goods. Annette Weiner (1987) reanalyzed the  kula trade 
and in her interviews with older informants found that 
Malinowski had overlooked the fact that certain arm-
bands or necklaces, known as kitomu, were owned by 
the chiefs. The  kitomu could be used to make bride-
wealth payments, to pay funeral expenses, or to build 
a canoe. In other words, they were more like money. 
At times, a chief would add some kitomu into the  kula
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transactions to attract new partners and new wealth. These 
chiefs would take economic risks with their shells to ac-
cumulate valuable private profits. If a chief gained a new 
partner through these transactions, he would be able to 
gain more wealth. If he was not able to gain new part-
ners, however, he could lose some of his investments. 

Thus, Weiner viewed the  kula not as a system of bal-
anced reciprocity, but as a system of economic competi-
tion in which certain traders tried to maximize social and 
political status and to accumulate profits. Although the 
kula exchanges emphasized the notions of equality and 
reciprocity, this was, in fact, an illusion. In actuality, trad-
ing partners tried to achieve the opposite—ever-larger 
profits and status. 

Malinowski overlooked the fact that the trade items 
of the kula exchange, referred to as “wealth finances,” 
were critically important in establishing a chief’s social 
status and personal prestige. For example, only the chiefs 
were able to control the extensive labor needed to con-
struct outrigger canoes, the means by which the trade 
was conducted. Through the control of labor, the chiefs 
were able to dominate the production system and thus 
benefited politically from the kula exchange of luxury 
valuables (Earle 1987; Johnson and Earle 2000). 

Redistributional Exchange The predominant 
form of economic exchange in chiefdom societies, and 
one that is not usually found in band and tribal societ-
ies, is redistributional economic exchange, which 
involves the exchange of goods and resources through 
a centralized organization. In the redistributional system, 
food and other staples, such as craft goods, are collected 
as a form of tax or rent. The chiefs (and subsidiary chiefs) 
then redistribute some of these goods and food staples 
back to the population at certain times of the year. This 
system thus assures the dispersal of food and resources 
throughout the community through a centralized agency. 
Archaeologist Brian Hayden emphasizes how these feast-
ing activities and redistributional exchanges in chiefdoms 
provide for a “social safety network for families” (2009). 

Potlatch A classic example of a chiefdom redistribu-
tional system was found among the Native Americans of 
the Northwest Coast. Known as the potlatch, it was de-
scribed at length among the Kwakiutl (Kwakwaka’wakw) 
by Franz Boas (1930) and was later interpreted by Ruth 
Benedict (1934). 

The term  potlatch is a Chinook word that is trans-
lated loosely as “giveaway.” In a potlatch, local leaders 
gave away large quantities of goods and resources in 
what appeared to be a highly wasteful manner. Potlatches 
were held when young people were introduced into so-
ciety or during marriage or funeral ceremonies. Families 
would prepare for these festive occasions by collecting 
food and other valuables such as fish, berries, blankets, 
and animal skins, which were then given to local lead-
ers in many different villages. In these potlatch feasts, the 

leaders of different villages competed by attempting to give 
away or sometimes destroy more food than their competitors. 
Northwest Coast Indians believe that the more gifts that 
were bestowed on the people or destroyed by a chief, the 
higher the status of that chief. 

Benedict found the potlatch feasts and rivalry among 
chiefs to be the result of their megalomaniacal person-
alities. To substantiate this view, she presented this for-
mal speech made by a Kwakiutl (Kwakwaka’wakw) chief 
(1934:191):

I am the fi rst of the tribes, I am the only one of the 
tribes. The chiefs of the tribes are only local chiefs. I 
am the only one among the tribes. I search among all 
the invited chiefs for greatness like mine. I cannot fi nd 
one chief among the guests. They never return feasts. 
The orphans, poor people, chiefs of the tribes! They 
disgrace themselves. I am he who gives these sea otters 
to the chiefs, the guests, the chiefs of the tribes. I am he 
who gives canoes to the chiefs, the guests, the chiefs of 
the tribes. 

Despite the apparent wastefulness, status rivalry, and 
megalomaniacal personalities suggested by Benedict, 
contemporary anthropologists view the potlatch feasts 
as having served as a redistributional exchange process. 
For example, despite the abundance of resources in the 
Northwest Coast region, there were regional variations 
and periodic fluctuations in the supply of salmon and 
other products. In some areas, people had more than 
they needed, whereas in other regions, people suffered 
from frequent scarcities. Given these circumstances, the 
potlatch helped distribute surpluses and special local 
products to other villages in need (Piddocke 1965). 

Marvin Harris (1977) argued that the potlatch also 
functioned to ensure the production and distribu-
tion of goods in societies that lacked ruling classes. 
Through the elaborate redistributive feasts and con-
spicuous consumption, the chiefs presented themselves 
as the providers of food and security to the population. 
The competition among the chiefs meant that both the 
“haves” and the “have-nots” benefited from this system. 
According to Harris, this form of competitive feasting 
enabled growing chiefdom populations to survive and 
prosper by encouraging people to work harder and ac-
cumulate resources. Feasting and exchanges provide for 
“social safety networks” and also build the reputation 
of chiefly families who have more resources to provide 
others (Hayden 2009). 

Redistribution in Polynesia Another classic ex-
ample of redistribution appears in the historical records of 
native Polynesian societies. In societies such as Tahiti and 
Hawaii, people who were able to redistribute goods and 
resources among various villages and islands emerged as 
leaders. After crops were harvested, a certain portion (the 
“first fruits of the harvest”) was directed to local village 
leaders and then, given to higher-level subsidiary chiefs 
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who were more centrally located. These goods were even-
tually directed toward the paramount chiefs, who redistrib-
uted some of them back to the population during different 
periods of the year (Sahlins 1958; Kirch 1984). Along with 
coordinating exchanges, the chiefs could also decree which 
crops were to be planted and how they were to be used. 

Redistributional exchange economic systems are sim-
ilar to reciprocal exchange economic systems in that they 
involve transfers of goods and other resources among re-
lated villagers. A major difference between the two sys-
tems is that the latter is predominant in societies that are 
highly egalitarian, whereas in the chiefdom societies that 
have redistributional exchange economic systems, rank 
and status are unequal.

Within a redistributional system, local leaders and re-
lated individuals not only have a higher status and rank, 
but are also able to siphon off some of the economic 
surplus for their own benefit. This inequality creates a 
hierarchical society in which some people have access 
to more wealth, rank, status, authority, and power than 
do other people. This redistributional exchange system 
among the Polynesian chiefdoms has been referred to as 
an early form of taxation (Johnson and Earle 2000). Thus, 
many anthropologists and other scholars have referred to 
these societies as “kleptocracies,” meaning that the chiefs 
at the top were draining off the resources from others 
to enhance their own economic and political power 
(Diamond 1997). 

Warfare Warfare among chiefdom societ-
ies was more organized than among bands 
or tribes, primarily because the political and 
economic mechanisms in chiefdoms 
were more centralized and formal-
ized. In many cases, chiefs were 
able to recruit armies and conduct 
warfare in a systematic manner. 

Anthropologist Robert Carneiro 
(1970) views warfare as one of 
the decisive factors in the evolu- tion of 
chiefdoms. The objective of many chiefs was 
to extend their chiefdom regionally so as to domi-
nate the populations of surrounding communities 
and thereby, control those communities’ surplus 
production. As chiefdoms expanded through war-
fare and conquest, many of the people in the conquered 
territories were absorbed into these chiefdoms. In cer-
tain cases, these chiefdoms succeeded because of their 
technological superiority. In many other cases, such as 
in Polynesia, they succeeded because the surrounding 
communities were circumscribed by oceans and had no 
choice but to be absorbed by the conquering chiefdoms. 

Social Organization 
In Chapter 7, we discussed the concept of social strati-
fication, the inequality among statuses within society. 
Chiefdom societies exhibit a great deal of stratification. 

They are divided into different  strata (singular: stratum), 
groups of equivalent statuses based on ranked divisions 
in a society. Strata in chiefdom societies are not based 
solely on economic factors, but rather cut across soci-
ety based on prestige, power, and religious beliefs and 
practices.

Rank and Sumptuary Rules 
Chiefdom societies are hierarchically ranked societies. 
The various families and descent groups—households, 
lineages, and clans—have a specific ascribed rank in the 
society and are accorded certain rights, privileges, and 
obligations based on that rank. Social interaction between 
lower and higher strata is governed by sumptuary rules. 
Sumptuary rules are cultural norms and practices used 
to differentiate the higher-status groups from the rest of 
society. In general, the higher the status and rank, the 
more ornate the jewelry, costumes, and decorative sym-
bols. For example, among the Natchez, Native Americans 
of the Mississippi region, the upper-ranking members 
were tattooed all over their bodies, whereas lower-rank-
ing people were only partially tattooed (Schildkrout and 
Kaeppler 2004). 

Some of the Pacific chiefdoms had sumptuary rules 
requiring that a special orator chief speak to the public 
instead of the paramount chief. The highest paramount 

chiefs spoke a noble language with an archaic 
vocabulary containing words that commoners 
could not use with one another. Other sump-
tuary rules involved taboos against touching 

or eating with higher- ranking people. Sumptu-
ary rules also set standards regarding dress, mar-
riage, exchanges, and other cultural practices. 

In many of the chiefdoms, social inferiors had to 
prostrate themselves and demonstrate other signs 

of deference in the presence of their “social su-
periors.” Symbols of inequality and hier-
archy were thoroughly ingrained in most 
of these societies. 

A Case Study: Polynesia and Stratified 
Descent Groups The ethnohistoric data on the 
Polynesian islands contain some of the most detailed 
descriptions of social stratification within chiefdom so-
cieties. The ideal basis of social organization was the 
conical clan (see Figure 10.3), an extensive descent 
group having a common ancestor who was usually 
traced through a patrilineal line (Kirchoff 1955; Sahlins 
1968; Goldman 1970). Rank and lineage were deter-
mined by a person’s kinship distance to the found-
ing ancestor, as illustrated in  Figure 10.3. The closer 
a person was to the highest-ranking senior male in a 
direct line of descent to the ancestor, the higher his or 
her rank and status were. In fact, as Marshall Sahlins 
(1985) suggested, the Hawaiians did not trace descent,
but rather ascent toward a connection with an ancient 
ruling line. 
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Although Polynesian societies reflected a patrilineal 
bias, most had ambilineal descent groups (Goodenough 
1955; Firth 1957). Senior males headed local descent 
groups in the villages. These local groups were ranked 
in relation to larger, senior groups that were embedded 
in the conical clan. Because of ambilateral rules, people 
born into certain groups had the option of affiliating with 
either their paternal or their maternal linkages in choosing 
their rank and status. In general, beyond this genealogical 
reckoning, these chiefdom societies offered little in the 
way of upward social mobility for achieved statuses. 

Marriage
As in tribal societies, most marriages in chiefdoms were 
carefully arranged affairs, sometimes involving cousin mar-
riages from different descent groups. People who married 
outside of their descent group usually married within their 
social stratum. In some chiefdom societies, however, mar-
riages were sometimes arranged between higher-strata 
males and females of lower strata. Anthropologist Jane 
Collier (1988) noted that women in chiefdom societies that 
emphasized hereditary rank tended to avoid low-ranking 
males and tried to secure marriages with men who pos-
sessed more economic and political prerogatives. 

One chiefdom in North America illustrates a situation 
in which marriage provided a systematic form of social 
mobility for the entire society. The Natchez Indians of the 
Mississippi region were a matrilineal society divided into 
four strata: the Great Sun chief (the 
eldest son of the top- ranking 
lineage) and his brothers, the 
noble lineages, the honored 
lineages, and the inferior 
“stinkards.” All members 
of the three u p p e r 
strata had to marry 
down to a s t i n k a r d . 
This resulted in a regular 
form of social m o b i l i t y 
from generation to genera-
tion. The children of the up-
per three ranks took the status 
of their mother unless s h e 
was a stinkard. 

If a woman of the Great Sun married a stinkard, 
their children became members of the upper stratum. If 
a noble woman married a stinkard, their children became 
nobles. However, if a noble man married a stinkard, their 
children would drop to the stratum of the honored status. 
Through marriage, all stinkard children moved up in the 
status hierarchy. 

Although this system allowed for a degree of mobil-
ity, it required the perpetuation of the stinkard stratum so 
that members of the upper strata would have marriage 
partners. One way the stinkard stratum was maintained 
was through marriage between two stinkards; their chil-
dren remained in the inferior stratum. In addition, the 
stinkard category was continually replenished with peo-
ple captured in warfare. 

Endogamy Marriages in chiefdom societies were 
both exogamous and endogamous. Although mar-
riages might be exogamous among descent groupings, 
the spouses were usually from the same stratum (en-
dogamy). These endogamous marriages were carefully 
arranged so as to maintain genealogically appropriate 
kinship bonds and descent relations in the top-ranking 
descent group. Frequently, this involved cousin mar-
riage among descent groups of the same stratum. 
Among Hawaiian chiefs, rules of endogamy actually 
resulted in sibling marriages, sometimes referred to as 
royal-incest marriage. One anthropologist categorized 
these sibling marriages as attempts to create alliances 
between chiefly households among the various Hawai-
ian Islands (Valeri 1985). 

Polygyny Many of the ruling families in chiefdom 
societies practiced polygyny. Among the Tsimshian 
of the Northwest Coast, chiefs could have as many as 
twenty wives, usually women from the high-ranking 
lineages of other groups. Lesser chiefs would marry 
several wives from lower-ranking lineages. In some 
cases, a Tsimshian woman from a lower-ranking lin-
eage could marry up through the political strategies 
of her father. For example, a father might arrange a 
marriage between a high-ranking chief and his daugh-
ter. All these polygynous marriages were accompanied 
by exchanges of goods that passed to the top of the 
chiefly hierarchy, resulting in accumulations of surplus 
resources and wives (Rosman and Rubel 1986). Among 
the Trobriand Islanders, male chiefs traditionally had 
as many as sixty wives drawn from different lineages. 
Many chiefdom societies exhibited high rates of polyg-
yny in the high-ranking strata. 

General Social Principles 
Among chiefdom societies, the typical family form was 
the extended family, with three generations living in a 
single household. In the Pacific region, for example, the 
basic domestic unit was usually a household made up 

Tattooing in the Pacifi c Islands was used frequently to symbolize 
status relationships. 
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of three generations; in some cases, two or three broth-
ers with their offspring were permanent residents of the 
household. The households in a specific area of a village 
were usually part of one lineage. The extended-family 
household was usually the basic economic unit for subsis-
tence production and consumption in chiefdom societies. 

Postmarital residence varied among chiefdoms. 
Patrilocal, matrilocal, and ambilocal types of residence 
rules were found in different areas. The ambilocal 
rule, found in many chiefdoms of the Pacific, enabled 
people to trace descent to ancestors (male or female) 
who had the highest rank in the society. This flexibil-
ity enabled some individuals to attain access to prop-
erty, privileges, and authority in spite of the inherent 
restrictions on status mobility in chiefdom societies 
(Goodenough 1956). 

Gender
Typically, gender relations were highly unequal in chief-
dom societies, with males exercising economic and po-
litical dominance over females. Bridewealth payments, 
along with arranged marriages, enabled men to claim 
rights to the labor of children and women. This practice 
was particularly significant among the highest-status de-
scent groups. A woman’s chances of success depended 
entirely on the rank of her siblings and parents. Higher-
ranking males who wanted to control and manage their 
marital relations, labor, and potential offspring frequently 
married women with low-ranking brothers. 

If a woman was fortunate enough to be born or 
marry into a high-ranking descent group, her ascribed or 

achieved status was secured. Anthropologist Laura Klein 
described how some high-ranking women among the 
Tsimshian Indians were able to maintain very high status 
in their society (1980). According to Sahlins (1985), some 
wives of high-ranking chiefs in traditional Hawaiian soci-
ety married as many as forty males (a type of royal poly-
andry) to maintain their high status. Thus, the women of 
the ruling stratum had a higher status than men or women 
from other strata. In an interesting discussion of the differ-
ent chiefdoms that existed in the area of the Appalachian 
in North America, archaeologists Lynne Sullivan and Chris-
topher Rodning indicate that there was a complementary 
relationship between males and females, which involved 
different pathways to power among the ruling elite (2001). 
The males ruled over the towns and villages, whereas the 
women ruled over the kinship groupings. These distinctions 
were demonstrated in the burials of the chiefly elite. The 
males were buried in the public architecture, while females 
were buried in the residential architecture. 

Thus, among the ruling chiefly elite, women in chief-
doms had an important high status, but in generally, men 
controlled and dominated economically and politically in 
chiefdom societies. 

Age
In many chiefdom societies, senior males had much 
more authority, rank, and prestige than other people. 
As in some tribal societies, this form of inequality pro-
duced gerontocratic systems. As people—especially in 
the higher-ranking descent groups—aged, they received 
more in the way of status, privileges, and deference from 

Figure 10.3 Model of a conical clan. 
Source: From  Tribesmen by Sahlins, Marshall D. 
© 1968. Reprinted by permission of Prentice Hall, 
Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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younger people. Because senior males controlled produc-
tion, marriages, labor, and other economic activities, they 
became the dominant political authorities. Senior males 
also possessed special knowledge and controlled sacred 
rituals, reinforcing their authority. One of their major re-
sponsibilities was to perpetuate the beliefs that rank de-
pended on a person’s descent group and that status was 
hereditary. As in some of the tribal societies, the combina-
tion of patriarchy and gerontocracy resulted in cultural he-
gemony—the imposition of norms, practices, beliefs, and 
values that reinforced the interests of the upper stratum. 
This cultural hegemony will become more apparent in the 
discussion of law and religion in chiefdom societies. 

Slavery
Earlier in the chapter, we noted that chiefdoms frequently 
engaged in systematic, organized warfare. One conse-
quence of this warfare was the taking of captives, who 
were designated as slaves. Slavery in chiefdoms generally 
did not have the same meaning or implications that it did 
in more complex state societies, and it usually did not 
involve the actual ownership of a human being as private 
property. In this sense, it was very different from the plan-
tation slavery that developed later in the Americas. With 
some exceptions, most of the slaves in chiefdoms were 
absorbed into kin groups through marriage or adoption 
and performed essentially the same type of labor that 
most people did. Nevertheless, in contrast to the more 
egalitarian band and tribal societies, chiefdom societies 
did show the beginnings of a slave stratum. 

We have already mentioned an example of a chief-
dom slave system in our discussion of the Natchez. Recall, 
however, that upper-ranking members were obliged to 
marry members of the stinkard stratum; thus, the Natchez 
did not have a hereditary slave population. 

One exception to these generalizations involves 
some of the Northwest Coast Indians, who maintained 
a hereditary slave system. Because marrying a slave was 
considered debasing, slavery became an inherited status 
(Kehoe 1995). The children of slaves automatically be-
came slaves, producing a permanent slave stratum. These 
slaves—most of them war captives—were excluded from 
ceremonies and on some occasions were killed in human 
sacrifices. In addition, they were sometimes exchanged, 
resulting in a kind of commercial traffic of humans. Even 
in this system, however, slaves who had been captured 
in warfare could be ransomed by their kinfolk or could 
purchase their own freedom (Garbarino 1988). 

Law and Religion 
Legal and religious institutions and concepts were inextri-
cably connected in chiefdom societies. These institutions 
existed to sanction and legitimize the political economy 
and social structure of chiefdoms. They played a critical 
role in maintaining the cultural hegemony discussed earlier. 

Law
As with the political economy, mechanisms of law and 
social control were more institutionalized and central-
ized in chiefdom societies. As we discussed earlier, in 
bands and tribes social norms were unwritten, and so-
cial conflicts were resolved through kinship groups, of-
ten with the intervention of a leader who was respected 
but lacked political authority. In contrast, the authority 
structure in chiefdoms enabled political leaders to act 
as third-party judges above the interests of specific kin 
groupings and to make definitive decisions without fear 
of vengeance. Chiefs had the power to sanction certain 
behaviors by imposing economic fines or damages, by 
withholding goods and services, and by publicly repri-
manding or ridiculing the offending parties. Chiefs could 
use their economic and political power to induce compli-
ance. They were not just mediators; rather, they engaged 
in adjudication, the settling of legal disputes through 
centralized authority. 

Within chiefdoms, a dispute between kin groups was 
handled in the same way it was handled in band and 
tribal societies—through mediation by the groups. Chief-
doms differed substantially from these other societies, 
however, in their treatment of crimes against authority. 
These crimes were of two general types: direct violations 
against a high-ranking chief, and violations of traditional 
customs, norms, or beliefs, injuring the chief’s authority 
(Service 1975). Such crimes carried severe punishments, 
including death. The reason for such severe punishments 
is that these crimes were perceived as threatening the 
basis of authority in the chiefdom system. 

Religion
Religious traditions in chiefdom societies were in some 
respects similar to the cosmic religions described for the 
band and tribal societies. That is, they reflected the be-
lief that the spiritual and material aspects of nature could 
not be separated from one another. Religious worldviews 
were oriented to the cyclical pattern of the seasons and 
all other aspects of nature. The natural order was also 
the moral and spiritual order. The religious concepts in 
chiefdom societies were based upon oral traditions per-
petuated from generation to generation through elabo-
rate cosmological myths. The most dramatic difference 
between chiefdom religions and band and tribal religions 
is the degree to which chiefdom religions legitimized the 
social, political, and moral status of the chiefs. 

A Case Study: Law and Religion in Polynesia
Nowhere was the relationship between law and religion 
clearer than among the Polynesian Island chiefdoms. 
Hawaiian chiefs, for example, were believed to be either 
gods or sacred intermediaries between human societies 
and the divine world. Hawaiian chiefdoms have been 
referred to as theocracies, societies in which people 
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rule not because of their worldly wealth and power, but 
because of their place in the moral and sacred order. The 
political and legal authority of Hawaiian, Tongan, and 
Tahitian chiefs was reinforced by a religious and ideologi-
cal system known as the tabu system, which was based 
on social inequalities. Tabu (or tapu) was a Polynesia term 
for a variety of social restrictions or prohibitions that had 
spiritual connotations. There were tabus in respect to plant-
ing certain crops, eating specific foods, and other cultural 
matters. Social interaction in these societies was carefully 
regulated through a variety of tabus. Elaborate forms of 
deference and expressions of humility served to distinguish 
various strata, especially those of commoners and chiefs. 

Religious beliefs buttressed the tabu system. The 
Polynesians believed that people are imbued with cosmic 
forces referred to as mana. These spiritual forces were 
powerful and sometimes dangerous. They were inherited 
and distributed according to a person’s status and rank. 
Thus, paramount chiefs had a great deal of mana, subsid-
iary chiefs had less, and commoners had very little. Viola-
tions of certain tabus—for example, touching a member 
of a chiefly family—could bring the offender into contact 
with the chief’s mana, which was believed to cause death. 

These magical forces could also be gained and lost 
through a person’s moral actions. Thus, the success or 
failure of a chief was attributed to the amount of mana 
he controlled. This was also reflected in the economic 
and political spheres, in that a chief who was a good 
redistributor and maintained order was believed to pos-
sess a great amount of mana. On the other hand, if things 
went badly, this reflected a loss of magical powers. When 
one chief replaced another, the deposed chief was be-
lieved to have lost his powers. 

Shamanism
Shamanism was practiced in many chiefdoms and has 
been thoroughly described among the Native American 
groups of the Northwest Coast. Like other social institu-
tions, shamanism reflected the hierarchical structure of 
these societies. The shamans became the personal spiritual 
guides and doctors of the chiefs and used their knowledge 
to enhance the power and status of high-ranking chiefs. 
For example, it was believed that the shamans had the 
ability to send diseases into enemies and, conversely, to 
cure and give spiritual power to the chief’s allies. 

In addition, shamans danced and participated in 
the potlatch ceremonies on behalf of the chiefs (Garba-
rino 1988). Widespread throughout the chiefdoms of the 
Northwest Coast was the belief in a “man-eating spirit.” 
These groups believed that an animal spirit could possess 
a man, which transformed him into a cannibal. During 
the potlatch ceremonies, shamans would dance, chant, 
and sing, using masks to enact the transformation from 
human to animal form to ward off the power of the man-
eating spirit. Through these kinds of practices, shamans 

could help sanction the power and authority of the high-
ranking chiefs. The chiefs demonstrated their generosity 
through the potlatch, whereas the shamanistic ceremo-
nies exhibited the supernatural powers that were under 
the control of the chiefs. 

By associating closely with a chief, a shaman could 
elevate both his own status and that of the chief. The 
shaman collected fees from his chiefly clients, which 
enabled him to accumulate wealth. In some cases, low-
ranking individuals became shamans by finding more 
potent spirits for a chief. No shaman, however, could 
accumulate enough wealth to rival a high-ranking chief 
(Garbarino 1988). 

Human Sacrifi ce 
Another practice that reflected the relationships among 
religion, hierarchy, rank, and the legitimacy of chiefly 
rule was human sacrifice, which existed in some—but 
not all—chiefdoms. Among the Natchez Indians, for 
example, spectacular funerary rites were held when 
the Great Sun chief died. During these rites, the chief’s 
wives, guards, and attendants were expected to sacrifice 
their lives, feeling privileged to follow the Great Sun into 
the afterworld. Parents also offered their children for sac-
rifice, which, they believed, would raise their own rank. 
The sacrificial victims were strangled, but they were first 
given a strong concoction of tobacco, which made them 
unconscious. They were then buried alongside the Great 
Sun chief in an elaborate burial mound. 

Human sacrifice was also practiced in the Polyne-
sian region. In Hawaii, there were two major rituals: the 
Makahiki, or so-called New Year’s festival, and the an-
nual rededication of the Luakini temple, at which human 
sacrifices were offered (Valeri 1985). Some of the sacrifi-
cial victims had transgressed or violated the sacred tabus. 
These victims frequently were brothers or cousins of the 
chiefs who were their political rivals. It was believed that 
these human sacrifices would help perpetuate the fertil-
ity of the land and the people. Human sacrifice was the 
prerogative of these chiefs and was a symbolic means of 
distinguishing these divine rulers from the rest of the hu-
man population. Such rituals effectively sanctioned the 
sacred authority of the chiefs. 

Art, Architecture, and Music 
Compared with band and tribal societies, chiefdom societ-
ies had more extensive artwork, which reflected two dif-
ferent tendencies in chiefdom societies: a high degree of 
labor organization and the status symbols associated with 
high-ranking chiefs. One of the most profound examples 
of the artwork of a chiefdom society is found on Easter Is-
land. Between eight hundred and a thousand monumen-
tal stone figures known as moai have been discovered 
there. These figures vary in height from less than 2 meters 
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to almost 10 meters (about 30 feet) and weigh up to 59 
metric tons. After sculpting these figures in quarries, la-
borers dragged them over specially constructed transport 
roads and erected them on platforms. This project called 
for an extensive, regionwide labor organization. The sym-
bolic design of these statuaries evokes the power, status, 
and high rank of the chiefs of Easter Island (Kirch 1984). 

The large mounds associated with the Ca-
hokian chiefdom complex also represented ex-
tensive labor projects and a hierarchical society. 
Different types of earthen mounds surrounded the city of 
Cahokia. In the center of the city is a large, truncated, 
flat-top mound. This mound is 100 feet high, covers 
16 acres, and is built of earth, clay, silt, 
and sand. It took perhaps two hundred 
years to construct. This flat-top mound 
is surrounded by hundreds of smaller 
mounds, some conical in shape, others 
flat-topped. Although the Cahokian society collapsed 
around 1450 A.D. (before European contact), archae-
ologists know from other remaining Mississippian 
chiefdom societies such as the Natchez Indians that 
the flat-topped mounds were used chiefly for resi-
dences and religious structures, whereas the conical 
mounds were used for burials. 

Another example of the labor and status associ-
ated with chiefdom art forms comes from the Native 
Americans of the Northwest Coast. These groups pro-
duced totem poles, along with decorated house posts 
and wooden dance masks. The carved, wooden totem 
poles and house posts were the ultimate status and reli-
gious symbols, indicating high social standing and link-
ages between the chiefs and the ancestral deities. Typically, 
a totem pole was erected on the beach in front of a new 
chief’s house, which had decorated house posts. The sym-
bolic messages transmitted through these poles expressed 
the status hierarchies in these societies (Marshall 1998). 

Music
We have already mentioned the important shamanistic 
dances that accompanied the potlatch activities of the 
Northwest Coast chiefdoms. Most of the traditional music 
of chiefdom societies exemplified the interconnections 
among sociopolitical structure, religion, and art. The tra-
ditional music of Polynesia is a good example of these 
interconnections. Although work songs, recreational 
songs, and mourning songs were part of everyday life, 
formal music was usually used to honor the deities and 
chiefs (Kaeppler 1980). In western Polynesia, on the is-

lands of Tonga, Tikopia, and Samoa, much of the tradi-
tional music consisted of stylized poetry accompanied 

by bodily movements and percussion in-
struments such as drums. 

In some ceremonies, formal po-
etic chants were sung in verses. In other 

contexts, people sang narrative songs, or fakaniua,
describing famous places, past events, and legends, 
accompanied by hand clapping in a syncopated, 
complex rhythmic pattern. 

The traditional formal musical style of eastern 
Polynesia, including the Hawaiian Islands, also con-
sisted of complex, integrated systems of poetry, 
rhythm, melody, and movement that were multi-
functional, but were usually related to chiefly au-
thority. The Hawaiians had a variety of musical 
instruments, including membranophones made 
of hollow wooden cylinders covered with shark-
skin, mouth flutes, rhythm sticks, and bamboo 
tubes. In contrast to performers of the other is-

lands, traditional Hawaiian musical performers and 
dancers were highly organized and trained in specially 
built schools under the high priests. The major func-
tion of the Hawaiian performers was to pay homage to 
the chiefs and their ancestral deities through religious 
chants and narrative songs. 

Summary 
Chiefdoms are intermediate forms of society between 
tribal and large-scale state societies. They tend to consist 
of economic, political, and sociocultural systems that are 
more centralized than those of foragers or tribes. In the 
past, they existed in many parts of the world, including 
the Pacific Islands, Africa, the Americas, and Europe. 

Chiefdoms usually had greater populations and 
more extensive technologies than did tribes. The politi-
cal economy of chiefdoms was based upon redistribu-
tional economic exchanges in which the upper stratum, 
the chiefly families, had greater access to wealth, power, 
and political authority than did other people. There were, 

however, many limitations on chiefly political authority 
and property ownership. Because many of these chief-
doms did not have regular police or a recruited military, 
the chiefs had to rule through popular acceptance, rather 
than through coercion. 

The social organization of chiefdom societies con-
sisted of lineages, clans, and other descent groups. Yet 
unlike tribal societies, these descent groups were ranked 
in strata based upon their relationship to a chiefly family. 
Marriages were frequently endogamous within a particu-
lar stratum. Many chiefdoms practiced polygyny, espe-
cially in the upper stratum. Gender relations in chiefdom 

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com



216 Chapter 10 �  Chiefdoms

societies tended to be patriarchal, although females in the 
chiefly stratum often had a high status. Senior males, es-
pecially in the upper stratum, often dominated chiefdom 
societies, resulting in a form of gerontocracy.  Although 
slavery emerged in some chiefdom societies, it generally 
was not based on commercial exchanges of humans. 

Law and religion were intertwined with the socio-
political structure of chiefdom societies. Law was based 

upon adjudication of disputes by chiefly authorities, es-
pecially in cases that threatened the chief’s legitimacy. 
These laws were backed by supernatural sanctions such 
as the tabu system of Polynesia, which reaffirmed chiefly 
authority.

The traditional art and music in chiefdom societies 
were also intended as a form of homage to the legitimacy 
of the chiefs and their ancestral deities. 

Questions to Think About 
1. How and why did chiefdoms come into existence? 

That is, how did economic inequality and social 
stratification arise from egalitarian foraging and tribal 
societies? However, in some cases, chiefdoms devel-
oped with the decline and disintegration agricultural 
state civilizations. How have archaeologists discussed 
the cycling of chiefdom societies? 

 2.  Aside from the prestige factors associated with the 
potlatch among the Northwest Coast Indians, what 
other functions did these ceremonies have, and 
what were the implications? 

 3.  What role did kinship and descent play in the social 
structure of a chiefdom? 

 4.  What was the role of trade and exchange in chief-
dom societies? Give some specific examples of how 
goods were acquired and transferred from one indi-
vidual to another. 

 5.  How and why did the practices of reciprocity and 
redistribution in chiefdoms differ from the way they 
functioned in bands and tribes? What factors affected 
the way exchanges took place? 

 6.  Describe the social structure of a chiefdom. What 
were the specific social rankings, and how were 
they determined? 

adjudication
barter 
chiefdom
chiefs
hierarchical society 

intensive horticulture 
kula
mana
office
potlatch

redistributional economic 
 exchange 
regional symbiosis 
strata

sumptuary rules 
tabu
theocracies
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As we shall see, major agricultural states are some-
times referred to as agricultural civilizations. Although 
anthropologists disagree on the precise scientific mean-
ing of civilization, the term loosely implies a complex 
society with a number of characteristics, including dense 
populations located in urban centers; extensive food sur-
pluses; a highly specialized division of labor with eco-
nomic roles other than those pertaining to agricultural 
production; a bureaucratic organization or government; 
monumental works, including art and engineering proj-
ects that involve massive labor; and writing systems for 
record keeping and religious texts. Figure 11.1 shows the 
location of some early agricultural states. 

Geographical and ecological advantages have played 
an important role in where agricultural civilizations have 
developed. For example, agriculture civilizations devel-
oped around the major river valleys of the Near East 
in Mesopotamia and Egypt, but there were no such ar-
eas in sub-Saharan Africa. In addition, some areas such 
as the Near East and Europe, had domesticated animals 
such as sheep, cattle, goats, and horses, whereas neither 
sub-Saharan Africa nor the Americas had many domes-
ticated animals (Diamond 1997). Also, some areas did 
not have geographical barriers such as mountains, rain 
forests, or deserts that inhibited the flow of agricultural 
patterns from one area to another. The Near East and 
Europe were contiguous, and technology and agricultural 
patterns diffused quickly throughout these regions. The 
Mediterranean Sea enabled the cultures of Greece and 
Rome to have considerable contact with the ideas 
and agricultural patterns of Egypt and the Near East. 
Other areas of the world were not as fortunately located. 

One distinction archaeologists make when discuss-
ing the origin and development of state societies is be-
tween primary states versus  secondary states. Primary 
states refer to those agricultural states that developed in-
dependently without influence from external influences 
from other centers of agricultural civilizations. The agri-
cultural states of Mesopotamia near the Tigris-Euphrates 
River Valley were primary state civilizations while 
Egyptian civilization is considered a secondary state that 
was directly influenced by the Mesopotamian state societ-
ies. Agricultural states in China and Mesoamerica are also 
considered primary states, while the Indus River Valley 
civilization, South American, and Greek and Rome were 
secondary states (Spencer and Redmond 2004; Liu 2009; 
Stanish 2001; Parkinson and Galaty 2007; Yoffee 2005). 

In this chapter, we will examine some of the gen-
eral characteristics associated with traditional agricultural 
states. Contemporary developments in specific world 
areas are explored in later chapters on globalization in 
Latin America, Africa, the Caribbean, the Middle East, and 
Asia. Once traditional agricultural states, these regions 
are now undergoing significant change. As with bands, 
tribes, and chiefdoms, the agricultural states discussed in 
this chapter no longer exist in the same form as they did 
in the past. The political economy, social organization, 

Chapter Questions 

� What are some of the most important factors and 
infl uences that have resulted in the emergence of 
intensive agriculture and complex state societies? 

� How do the demographic characteristics of 
agricultural societies differ from those of small-scale 
societies?

� What are the features of the different forms of political 
economy that can be found in agricultural societies? 

� What is the relationship among family, gender, and 
subsistence in agricultural societies? 

� How does social stratifi cation in agricultural societies 
differ from that in more egalitarian societies? 

� What are the characteristics of law, warfare, and 
religion in agricultural state societies? 
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A
s discussed in earlier chapters, throughout much 
of their prehistory humans have relied on hunt-
ing wild animals and gathering wild plants. This 
period of primary hunting-gathering is referred to 

as the Paleolithic period, as discussed in Chapter 8. Dur-
ing the Neolithic period, discussed in Chapter 9, begin-
ning about 12,000 years ago, new patterns of subsistence 
developed involving the domestication of plants and ani-
mals and the emergence of tribal societies: horticultural-
ists and pastoralists. About 5,000 years ago or so, as we 
discussed in Chapter 10, some peoples became settled 
in regions with abundant resources and developed com-
plex chiefdom societies. Archaeologists and historians 
have discovered increasing technological capacities and 
more social complexity during this extended period of 
the Neolithic era. As a result, many peoples developed 
intensive agriculture, the cultivation of crops by pre-
paring permanent fields year after year, often using irriga-
tion and fertilizers. In contrast to horticulture, intensive 
agriculture enables a population to produce enormous 
food surpluses to sustain dense populations in large, per-
manent settlements. 

In some regions, beginning as much as 5,500 years 
ago, the intensification of agriculture was accompanied 
by the appearance of complex agricultural states. An-
thropologists use the term  state to describe a wide range 
of societies that differ structurally from bands, tribes, 
and chiefdoms. The major difference between  state and 
prestate societies is a bureaucratic organization (or gov-
ernment). The first states developed with the intensifi-
cation of agriculture and are referred to as agricultural 
states. The other type of state society—industrial states—
is examined in Chapter 12.
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and religious traditions that emerged, however, have had 
consequences that persist up to the present. 

Demography
After the transition to intensive agriculture, population 
began to increase dramatically along with an increase 
in agricultural production, enabling people to settle in 
large urban areas. These population increases produced 
conditions that led to higher mortality rates. Poor sanita-
tion coupled with the domestication of confined animals 
led to frequent epidemics that affected both animals and 
humans. The overwhelming fossil and ethnographic evi-
dence suggests that pre-Neolithic and Paleolithic peoples 
had fewer health problems and less disease than did 
Neolithic peoples. This debunks the notion that evolution 
always results in progress for humans, a nineteenth- 
century belief. Disease, warfare, and famines all contrib-
uted to higher mortality rates in agricultural societies than 
those found in bands, tribes, or chiefdoms. The majority 
of paleoanthropological and archaeological studies also 
suggest that life expectancy decreased with the develop-
ment of intensive agriculture (Hassan 1981; Harris and 
Ross 1987; Cohen 1994; Robbins 2005). 

Despite increased mortality rates and decreased life 
expectancies, populations continued to grow at a sig-
nificant rate because of increased fertility rates. There 
were some advantages in having a larger population. Un-
doubtedly, higher birth rates reflected the socioeconomic 
benefits associated with increased family size in agricul-
tural civilizations. Children provided additional labor for 
essential agricultural tasks, such as planting, caring for 

animals, and harvesting, thereby freeing adults for other 
labor, such as processing food and making clothing. The 
actual costs of rearing children were relatively low in 
agricultural states, in which increased agricultural yields 
produced surplus foods to support large families. Cloth-
ing and shelter were manufactured domestically and 
were, therefore, inexpensive. 

In addition, the mortality rates, particularly the infant 
mortality rates, encouraged parents to have more children 
to ensure that some would survive into adulthood. More-
over, children were viewed as future assets who could 
take care of their parents in later life. In addition to the 
socioeconomic motives of parents, the political dynamics 
in agricultural civilizations encouraged high fertility rates. 
All of the agricultural states promoted the ideal of hav-
ing large families (Harris and Ross 1987). These societ-
ies depended upon a large labor force to maintain their 
extensive agricultural production and military operations. 
Pronatalist population policies, those favoring high birth 
rates, frequently were backed up by religious ideologies. 
Anthropologists Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd suggest 
that denser populations in agricultural societies did real-
ize some benefits resulting in institutions that led to more 
cooperation, coordination, and the more complex divi-
sion of labor discussed below (2008). 

Technology 
One major factor that contributed to the evolution of 
agricultural states was the development of a more so-
phisticated technology. To some extent, this represented 
modifications of existing technologies. For example, 

Figure 11.1 Map of the major agricultural states. 
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Contacts Between 
Two Worlds? 

T he structural similarities of Egyp-
tian pyramids to those of Na-
tive American Indian civilizations 

have fostered theories about contact 
between the Near East and the Ameri-
cas. For example, one idea promoted 
in the sixteenth century was that the 
indigenous peoples of the Americas 
were the descendants of the so-called 
Lost Tribes of Israel. Another theory 
proposed that the ancient continents of 
Atlantis and Mu connected the conti-
nents of America and Europe, enabling 
people to migrate between the two. 
In a speculative book entitled Ameri-
can Genesis (1981), Jeffrey Good-
man proposes that all populations 
throughout the world are related to an 
original population located in Califor-
nia, which he asserts was the original 
Garden of Eden. Goodman contends 
that from this location humans inhab-
ited the Americas and crossed the 
continents of Atlantis and Mu to enter 
Europe and Asia. Zoologist Barry Fell 
(1980) has proposed that America was 
settled by colonists from Europe and 
North Africa sometime between 3000 
and 1000 B.C. In an even more radical 
vein, popular writer Erich Von Daniken 
(1970) has argued that extraterrestrial 
beings colonized the Americas and left 
behind the ideas for the development 
of civilization. 

Archaeologists and physical an-
thropologists who have analyzed the 
question of early contacts between 

continents are skeptical of these theo-
ries. As we saw in Chapter 2, the con-
sensus regarding the peopling of the 
Americas is that migrations occurred 
across the Bering Strait from Asia. All 
the dental evidence and skeletal re-
mains indicate that Native Americans 
have the same physical characteris-
tics as Asians. There have been no 
archaeological discoveries connecting 
ancient Israelites or any other societies 
with those of the Americas. In addition, 
geologists have not found any evi-
dence of any lost continents such as 
Atlantis and Mu. Certainly, archaeolo-
gists have not identifi ed any evidence 
of spaceships! 

The similar pyramid construction 
in the Near East and the Americas, in 
addition to other evidence, has led to 
some interesting hypotheses regard-
ing transoceanic contacts. A number 
of serious scholars of diffusionism have 
offered hypotheses that are still being 
evaluated by archaeologists. Anthro-
pologist George Carter (1988) has sug-
gested that plants and animals spread 
from Asia to America before the age of 
Columbus. Evidence such as pottery 
design, artwork, and plants has led 
some archaeologists to hypothesize 
pre-Columbian diffusion across the Pa-
cifi c (Jett 1978). Most archaeologists 
have not collected enough convincing 
data to confi rm these hypotheses. Al-
though similarities exist between the 
Near Eastern and Native American 
pyramids, they appear to be based 
on the universal and practical means 
of monument construction: There are 

a fi nite number of ways to construct a 
high tower with stone blocks. For this 
reason, children from widely different 
cultural settings often construct pyra-
mids when playing with blocks. 

Archaeologist Kenneth Feder (2005) 
reviewed many of the myths, myster-
ies, and frauds that have been perpe-
trated about the past. He thinks that 
many people are prone to believe these 
speculations, rather than accept 
the scientifi cally verifi ed evidence. Be-
cause the past cannot be experienced 
directly, people are drawn to specula-
tive accounts of what occurred. This 
does not mean that anthropologists 
have absolutely disproved their  fi ndings 
about such phenomena as connec-
tions between the two worlds. Anthro-
pologists, however, must rely on the 
precise evaluation of these hypotheses 
in determining whether there were any 
contacts between these areas. 

Points to Ponder 

1. What ideas have you heard re-
garding connections between 
civilizations?

2. What types of evidence would con-
vince you of connections between 
civilizations? How would you go 
about assessing information about 
these ideas? 

3. What would it take to convince 
you that extraterrestrial creatures 
brought civilization to Earth? 

4. What does an extraterrestrial origin 
imply about the abilities of humans 
to develop their own civilizations? 

 Critical Perspectives 

stone tools such as axes, hammers, knives, and scrapers 
were refined for more prolonged use. Increased knowl-
edge of metallurgy enabled some agricultural peoples to 
create more durable tools. For example, copper, tin, and 
iron ores were smelted and cast into weapons, armor, 
ornaments, and other tools. Many technological innova-
tions were dramatically expressed in myriad artwork and 
monumental constructions, exemplified by such massive 
structures as the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan in 

Mexico, which rises more than 200 feet in the air and 
covers some 650 square feet. 

Agricultural Innovations 
Technological innovations were of key importance in 
increasing crop yields in agricultural states. Humans 
in various world areas developed specialized techniques 
to exploit local natural resources more efficiently. Ini-
tially, water had to be transported by hand, but later 
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Maya lived in widely dispersed villages with ritual centers 
consisting of relatively few inhabitants. However, using 
more careful study techniques, researchers have proved 
that the Maya devised sophisticated irrigation systems 
throughout lowland areas, which provided food for the 
large urban centers. 

The Diffusion of Technology 
In today’s multicultural societies, we take the diffusion, 
or exchange, of technological innovations for granted, 
and indeed, archaeologists have uncovered evidence that 
certain ideas—such as iron technology and plow agri-
culture—diffused over large areas during ancient times. 
However, the fact remains that before 1500  A.D., most re-
gions of the world were comparatively isolated and tech-
nological innovations were not spread as readily as today. 
Also, changes in agriculture and the diffusion of ideas was 
small and gradual and involved a complex of conditions 
involving social, economic, cultural, political, ideologi-
cal, and possibly psychological factors that influenced the 
rates of change and diffusion (van der Veen 2010). 

Certain areas experienced greater technological 
advances than did others. For example, the Near East, 
China, and parts of India had made remarkable techno-
logical and scientific achievements compared with those 
of Europe (Diamond 1997). Among the major innovations 
identified with China alone are papermaking, movable-
type printing, paper money, guns and gunpowder, com-
passes, underwater mining, umbrellas, hot-air balloons, 
multistage rockets, and scientific ideas concerning the 
circulation of blood and the laws of motion (Frank 1998). 
Little was known of these technological and scientific de-
velopments in Western societies until much later. 

Political Economy 
The scale of state organization varied in agricultural civi-
lizations. In some areas, there existed large-scale bureau-
cratic empires that organized and controlled wide-ranging 
territories. Examples are centralized governments in the 

Near Eastern empires of Mesopotamia 
and Egypt; Rome, which controlled an 
empire that incorporated more than 
70 million people throughout its long 
period of domination; China, in which 
a large centralized bureaucracy man-
aged by government officials ruled over 
perhaps as many as 100 million people; 
and American empires of the Maya and 
Aztecs, which ruled over millions of 
people. 

civilizations crafted devices such as the shaduf, a pole-
and-lever device that is believed to have originated in 
Southwest Asia more than 4,000 years ago. Many of the 
“Old World” civilizations in Southwest Asia, the Nile Val-
ley, and India and the “New World” civilizations in the 
Americas created complicated irrigation systems that ex-
tended the amount of land that could be cultivated. 

Old World agricultural civilizations reached a pivotal 
point with the advent of the plow, with which farmers 
could turn soil to a much greater depth than had previ-
ously been possible, radically transforming it by reaching 
deeper into the soil to replenish it with nutrients. The 
plow thus enabled agricultural peoples to utilize fields on 
a more permanent basis and occupy the same land for 
many generations. 

The first plows were modifications of the hoe and 
were probably pulled by the farmers themselves. Even-
tually, oxen were harnessed to the plows, and farmers 
gained the ability to cultivate large plots. Then, as people 
forged innovations in metallurgy, wooden-tipped plows 
were replaced by plows made first of bronze and then 
of iron. Oxen-drawn, iron-plowed agriculture spread 
widely, transforming civilizations throughout the Old 
World (Shenk et al. 2010). 

Early New World civilizations never used the plow. 
Instead, they devised a wide variety of other agricultural 
innovations in response to particular environmental set-
tings. For example, in the Oaxacan Valley in Mexico, the 
people practiced pot irrigation, in which farmers planted 
their crops near small, shallow wells and used pots to 
carry water to their fields (Flannery 1968). More com-
plicated irrigation techniques undergirded agriculture 
in other American agricultural states. In both the high-
land and the lowland regions of Mesoamerica, the Ma-
yan civilization (300 B.C.–1500 A.D.) created agricultural 
technology to support densely populated urban centers. 
Because no evidence of intensive agriculture had been 
discovered, archaeologists initially hypothesized that the 

Large-scale monument building, like this 
Teotihuacán pyramid, required a ruling 
elite that organized peasants to provide 
labor to the state. 
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The Division of Labor 
The creation of substantial food surpluses, along with 
better food-storing technologies, led to new forms of 
economic relations in agricultural states. Many people 
could be freed from working in the fields to pursue other 
specialized functions. Hundreds of new occupations 
developed in the urban centers of agricultural states. 
Craftsworkers produced tools, clothing, jewelry, pottery, 
and other accessories. Other workers engaged in com-
merce, government, religion, education, the military, and 
other sectors of the economy. 

This new division of labor influenced both rural and 
urban areas. Farm laborers not only were involved in 
essential food production, but also turned to craft pro-
duction to supplement their income. Over time, some 
agricultural villages began to produce crafts and com-
modities not just for their own consumption, but also 
for trade with other villages and with the urban centers. 
Through these activities, rural villages became involved 
in widespread trading alliances and marketing activities. 

Property Rights 
Despite the complex division of labor in agricultural 
states, the major source of wealth was arable land. In 

effect, the ownership of land became the primary ba-
sis for an individual’s socioeconomic position. The 

governing elite in most of the agricultural states 
claimed ownership over large landholdings, 

which included both the land and the 
peasant or slave labor that went 

with it (Brumfiel 1994). 
Two major forms of prop-

erty ownership predominated 
in agricultural states, depending upon whether they were 
large-scale centralized states or decentralized feudal states. 
Eric Wolf (1966) identified one type of property owner-
ship in which a powerful government claimed ownership 
of the land, appointed officials to supervise its cultivation, 
and collected the surplus agricultural production. In the 
other type of property ownership, a class of landlords who 
owned the land privately inherited it through family lines 
and oversaw its cultivation. In certain cases, peasants could 
own land directly and produce surpluses for the elites. Ag-
ricultural states thus developed major inequalities between 
those who owned land and those who did not. Bureau-
cratic and legal devices were developed by the elite to in-
stitute legal deeds and titles, and land became a resource 
that was bought, sold, and rented. 

A new form of economic system known as the trib-
utary form became predominant.  Tribute, in the form 
of taxes, rent, or labor services, replaced economic ex-
changes based on kinship reciprocity or chiefdom re-
distribution. Wolf ([1982] 1997) referred to this as a 
tributary mode of production, in contrast to the  kin-
ordered mode of production of nonstate societies. Under 
these conditions, a hierarchy emerged in which the elite, 

In contrast, state societies in Africa, India, and South-
east Asia were much less centralized and had less au-
thority over adjacent regions. Anthropologist Aidan 
Southall (1956) applied the term  segmentary states to 
African states in which the ruler was recognized as be-
longing to an appropriate royal segmentary lineage, 
but had only symbolic and ritual authority over outly-
ing regions. Centralized bureaucratic structures in such 
states did not effectively control outlying peripheral 
areas. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1980) used the term 
theater state to refer to the limited form of state soci-
ety in Southeast Asia. The power of the theater state was 
mostly symbolic and theatrical, with many ceremonies to 
demonstrate the political legitimacy of the regime. The 
power and authority of the theater state have been com-
pared with the light of a torch, radiating outward from 
the center and gradually fading into the distance, merging 
imperceptibly with the ascending power of a neighboring 
sovereign (Geertz 1980; Hauser-Schäublin 2003). Another 
anthropologist, Stanley Tambiah, used a model to charac-
terize two different forms of state societies: 
galactic polity and  radial polity
(1976). A galactic polity is a 
type of state that rules primar-
ily through religious authority and 
cosmologies, whereas a  radial polity
is a state that rules more directly through 
government and military officials that have 
more centralized control over various prov-
inces and regions. Although Tambiah ini-
tially applied this model to explain states and 
kingdoms in South and Southeast Asia, it is now 
widely used by archaeologists and others to inter-
pret and explain various regions such as the Mayan 
civilizations in Mesoamerica (Lucero 2003; Takashi 2006). 

Feudalism, a decentralized form of political econ-
omy based on landed estates, existed in agricultural 
civilizations during different historical periods. Although 
anthropologists and historians have indicated that there 
are tremendous differences among the forms of feudalism 
in various societies, there are some similarities. To some 
extent, some of these feudal regimes were very similar 
to the chiefdom societies discussed in Chapter 10. Usu-
ally, as in Western history, feudal regimes resulted from 
the breakdown of large-scale centralized states. Feudal 
political economies emerged at various times in Western 
Europe and Japan. In these systems, lords, like chiefs, 
were autonomous patrons who owned land, maintained 
control over their own military (knights and samurai), 
and demanded labor and tribute from their serfs. Politi-
cal power varied from a highly decentralized form of au-
thority (the nobles) to a more centralized form (a king 
or emperor). For example, during the Tokugawa period 
in Japan (1600–1868), the daimyo (lords) had to reside in 
the central capital, Edo (present-day Tokyo) for a year to 
demonstrate loyalty to the ruler, or  shogun. This repre-
sented a more centralized form of feudalism. 



Chapter 11 �  Agricultural States 223

who resided in the urban centers or on landed estates 
collected tribute, and the peasants, who cultivated the 
land, paid tribute to this elite (Wolf 1966, [1982] 1997). 
In some of the more centralized states such as Rome, 
systematic taxation systems were developed as well as 
demanded tribute from outlying regions of its empire 
(M. E. Smith 2004). 

The Command Economy 
versus the Entrepreneur 
In the large-scale centralized states, a form of  command
economy emerged, wherein the political elite controlled 
production, prices, and trading. Some agricultural states 
became expansive world empires that extracted tribute 
and placed limits on people’s economic activities. State 
authorities controlled the production, exchange, and con-
sumption of goods within the economies of these bureau-
cratic empires. Although private trade and entrepreneurial 
activities did occur at times within these bureaucratic em-
pires, it was rare (Brumfiel 1994; Chanda 2007). For exam-
ple, China and Rome attempted to organize and control 
most aspects of their economy by monopoliz-
ing the production and sale of items like salt 
and iron. At the same time, Roman civili-
zation had a tremendous amount of com-
mercialization with extensive markets in 
goods and services, large-scale interna-
tional trade, and entrepreneurial elites 
(M. E. Smith 2004). 

In the less centrally organized 
agricultural states, more indepen-
dent economic activity was evident. 
For example, during the feudal peri-
ods in Western Europe and Japan, the 
lack of a dominating elite that organized and 
managed the economic affairs of the society enabled 
more autonomous economic production and exchange to 
occur at the local level. Entrepreneurs had freedom 
to develop and innovate within the context of feudal po-
litical economies. This was a key factor in the later eco-
nomic development of these regions. 

The Peasantry 
Peasants are people who cultivate land in rural areas for 
their basic subsistence and pay tribute to elite groups. 
The socioeconomic status of the peasantry, however, 
varied in agricultural societies. As we have seen, rights 
to land differed between the bureaucratic empires and 
the less centralized societies. In most agricultural states, 
elites claimed rights to most of the land, and the peas-
antry in the rural areas paid tribute or taxes as a type of 
rent (Wolf 1966, [1982] 1997). In other cases, the peasants 
owned the land they cultivated; nevertheless, they still 
paid tribute from their labor surplus or production. In the 
case of feudal Europe, the peasants, or serfs, were bound 
to the estates owned by lords, or nobles. 

Whatever their status, all peasants had to produce a 
surplus that flowed into the urban centers. It is estimated 
that this surplus, including fines, tithes, and obligatory 
gifts, represented at least half of the peasants’ total out-
put (Brumfiel 1994; Sanderson 1999). Also, in the bu-
reaucratic civilizations such as Egypt and Teotihuacán, 
the peasantry provided much of the compulsory labor 
for large-scale government projects such as massive ir-
rigation works and pyramids. Although research on 
peasants has demonstrated that they were often able to 
evade some of these obligations or to hide some of their 
surpluses, most were subject to burdensome demands 
from the elites. 

The Moral Economy Despite the domination of 
the peasantry by the agricultural state or by landlords, 
at times and in different circumstances the peasantry de-
veloped norms that emphasized community cooperation 
in production, distribution, consumption, and exchange 
in the village. These norms led to what some anthro-
pologists have referred to as a moral economy for the 

peasantry. This moral economy involved sharing 
food resources and labor with one another in 

a reciprocal manner to provide a form of 
social and economic insurance so that 
individual families would not fall into 
destitution (Scott 1976; Richerson and 
Boyd 2005). Peasant families would 
exchange labor with each other to 
aid in the production of crops. In ad-
dition, rituals and festivals occurred at 

which peasants were encouraged to do-
nate and exchange food and goods to be 

distributed throughout the community. Al-
though the moral economy of the peasantry 

was not always successful and individual families 
did become impoverished, in many cases it did help sus-
tain the viability of the village community. 

Trade and Monetary Exchange 
As previously discussed, the production of agricultural 
surpluses and luxury items in agricultural states resulted 
in a great deal of internal and external trade. This trade 
included raw materials for production, such as copper, 
iron ore, obsidian, and salt. Long-distance trade routes 
over both land and sea spanned immense geographi-
cal areas. Through constant policing, governing elites 
enforced political order and military security over these 
trade routes. In turn, this protection led to the secu-
rity and maintenance of extensive road networks that 
aided commercial pursuits. For example, the Romans 
constructed roads and bridges that are still in use today 
(Stavrianos 1995). 

Extensive caravan routes developed in areas such 
as the Near East and North Africa. The Bedouins, 
Arabic-speaking pastoralists, used camels to conduct 
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from these markets. Nor were people engaged full-time 
in producing or selling in these marketplaces (Bohan-
non and Dalton 1962). The regional and local markets 
existed only as a convenient location for the distribution 
of goods. In many cases, the activity was periodic. For 
example, in medieval Europe, traveling fairs that went 
from city to city enabled merchants to bring their local 
and imported goods to be bought and sold. 

Most goods were bought and sold in markets through 
a system known as haggling. Haggling is a type of ne-
gotiation between buyer and seller that establishes the 
price of an item. The buyer asks a seller how much he or 
she wants for an item, the seller proposes a figure, and 
the buyer counters with a lower price, until a price is 
finally agreed upon. However, in some of the more cen-
tralized states, the government officials fixed prices of 
goods and services for the market, paralleling the types 
of command economies that would develop later in the 
industrial age (M. E. Smith 2004). 

Social Organization 
Because agricultural states were more complex and 
more highly organized than prestate societies, they 
could not rely solely on kinship for recruitment to dif-
ferent status positions. Land ownership and occupation 
became more important than kinship in organizing soci-
ety. In highly centralized agricultural societies, the state 
itself replaced kin groups as the major integrating prin-
ciple in society. 

long-distance trade, carrying goods from port cities on 
the Arabian Peninsula across the desert to cities such 
as Damascus, Jerusalem, and Cairo. In Asia, other cara-
van routes crossed the whole of China and Central Asia, 
with connections to the Near East. In the Americas, long- 
distance trade developed between Teotihuacán and the 
Mayan regions. 

In conjunction with long-distance trade, monetary 
exchange became more formalized. In the Near East (and 
probably elsewhere), foodstuffs such as grains originally 
could be used to pay taxes, wages, rents, and other ob-
ligations. Because grains are perishable and bulky, how-
ever, they were not ideal for carrying out exchanges. 
Thus, general-purpose money based on metals, especially 
silver and copper, came into use (M. E. Smith 2004). The 
sizes and weights of these metals became standardized 
and were circulated as stores of value. At first, bars of 
metal were used as money, but eventually smaller units 
of metal, or coins, were manufactured and regulated. Af-
ter developing printing, the Chinese began to produce 
paper money as their medium of exchange. 

The Rise of Merchants and Peripheral 
Markets One result of the development of a for-
malized monetary system was the increased oppor-
tunity for merchants to purchase goods not for their 
own consumption, but to be sold to people who had 
money. Merchants made up a new status category of 
people who, although below the elites, often pros-
pered by creating demands for luxury goods and or-
ganizing the transportation of those goods across 
long distances. Much of the trade of the Near Eastern 
empires, followed by the Greek, Roman, Byzantine, 
and Islamic Mediterranean commercial operations, 
was stimulated by merchants who furnished imported 
luxury goods from foreign lands for consumption by 
internal elites (Wolf [1982] 1997; M. E. Smith 2004). 
Sometimes, as in the case of the Aztecs, the merchants 
of these empires also doubled as spies and provided 
information to governing authorities regarding peo-
ples in outlying regions. 

With increasing long-distance trade and other com-
mercial developments, regional and local marketplaces, 
as well as marketplaces in the urban areas, began to 
emerge. Foodstuffs and other commodities produced by 
peasants, artisans, and craftsworkers were bought and 
sold in these marketplaces. In early cities such as Ur, 
Memphis, Teotihuacán, and Tikal, markets were cen-
trally located, offering both imported and domestically 
manufactured items, as well as food. In addition, market-
places arose throughout the countryside. A steady flow 
of goods developed from villages to regional and na-
tional capitals. 

Although many goods were bought and sold in 
these regional markets, the vast majority of people—that 
is, the peasantry—did not receive their subsistence items 

Women play an important role in markets in agricultural societies. 
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Kinship and Status 
Nevertheless, as in all societies, family and kinship re-
mained an important part of social organization. In elite 
and royal families, kinship was the basic determination 
of status. Royal incest in brother-sister marriages by both 
Egyptian and Incan royalty shows the importance of kin-
ship as a distinctive means of maintaining status in ag-
ricultural societies. The typical means of achieving the 
highest statuses was through family patrimony, or 
the inheritance of status. Access to the highest ranks was 
generally closed to those who did not have the proper 
genealogical relationships with the elite or the nobility. 

The Extended Family The extended family was the 
predominant family form in both urban and rural areas 
in most agricultural states. Family ties remained critical 
to most peasants; typically, the members of the peasant 
extended family held land in common and cooperated 
in farm labor. To some extent, intensive agricultural pro-
duction required the presence of a large extended fam-
ily to provide the necessary labor to plant, cultivate, and 
harvest crops (Wolf 1966; L. Stone 2005). Large domestic 
groups had to pool their resources and labor to main-
tain economic production. To induce this cooperation, 
generalized reciprocal economic exchanges of foodstuffs, 
goods, and labor were maintained in these families. 

Other Kinship Principles In a cross-cultural sur-
vey of fifty-three agricultural civilizations, Kay Martin and 
Barbara Voorhies (1975) found that 45 percent had patrilin-
eal kin groupings, another 45 percent had bilateral group-
ings, and 9 percent had matrilineal groupings. In some 
Southeast Asian societies, such as Burma,  Thailand, and 
Cambodia, bilateral descent existed along with kindred 
groupings. In some circumstances, these kindreds pro-
vided domestic labor for agricultural production through 
reciprocal labor exchanges. Families connected thro-
ugh kindreds would regularly exchange labor for the 
transplanting or harvesting of rice crops. 

Family Structure among the Nayar One matri-
lineal society, the Nayar in the state of Kerala in south-
ern India, had unusual marriage practices that produced 
a remarkably different type of family structure. They prac-
ticed a visiting ritualized mating system called the sam-
bandham (joining together) (Gough 1961; L. Stone 2005). 
Once every ten years or so, the Nayar would hold this 
ceremony to “marry” females of one matrilineage to males 
of another matrilineage. At the ceremony, the male would 
tie a gold ornament around the neck of his ritual bride. 
After seclusion for three days, sexual intercourse might or 
might not take place, depending on the girl’s age. After 
this, the couple would take a ritual bath to purify them-
selves of the pollution of this cohabitation. After the cer-
emony, the male had no rights regarding the female. Later, 

the female could enter a number of marriages with males 
of her same caste or usually a higher caste, a marriage 
practice called hypergamy, and have children. Women 
could not marry men of a lower caste. The Nayar system 
was unusual because none of the husbands resided with 
his wife. A husband would visit his wife at night, but 
did not remain in the household. The matrilineal group 
assumed the rights over her and her children. Because 
the females could have more than one spouse, the soci-
ety was polyandrous; however, because the males could 
also have more than one spouse, the Nayar were also 
polygynous. Thus, the household family unit consisted 
of brothers and sisters, a woman’s daughters and grand-
daughters, and their children. The bride and her children 
were obliged to perform a ceremony at the death of her 
“ritual” husband. 

From the Western viewpoint, the Nayar marital ar-
rangement might not seem like a family because it does 
not tie two families together into joint bonds of kinship 
or even husband-wife bonds. In addition, males had very 
little biological connection to their children. This system, 
however, was a response to historical circumstances in 
southern India. Traditionally, most Nayar males joined 
the military. In addition, the land owned by the matri-
lineal group was worked by lower-caste, landless peas-
ants. Thus, children were not even working on the land 
for their families. Therefore, young Nayar males had no 
responsibilities to the matrilineal group and were free to 
become full-time warriors (L. Stone 2005). Recent eth-
nographic research on the Nayar has demonstrated that 
there is little remaining of this unusual marriage system 
and that the matrilineal system has become increasingly 
patrilineal with a shift to a nuclear family and husband-
wife monogamy (Menon 1996). 

Marriage
The significance of social ties in agricultural states is ev-
ident in the form of marriage practices found in these 
societies, all of which have economic and political im-
plications. Because of these implications, the selection 
of marital partners was considered too important to be 
left to young people. Marriages were usually arranged by 
parents, sometimes with the aid of brokers, who assessed 
the alliances between the extended families with respect 
to landed wealth or political connections to the elite. This 
was especially the case among the political elite, such as 
in Roman society (L. Stone 2005). In some cases (for ex-
ample, China), arranged marriages were contracted when 
the children were young (see Chapter 4). As in chiefdom 
societies, elite marriages were frequently endogamous. 
Peasants, however, generally married outside their ex-
tended families and larger kin groups. 

Dowry and Bridewealth Most agricultural states 
practiced some form of marital exchange involving land, 
commodities, or foodstuffs. In Asia and some parts of 
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upper-class category, as were those of the chiefdom soci-
eties discussed in Chapter 10.

For most of the populace, however, monogamy was 
the primary form of marriage. Economist Ester Boserup 
(1970) has argued that the general absence of polygyny 
in societies with plow agriculture is due to the lack of 
land that could be accumulated by adding wives to one’s 
family. Similarly, Goody (1976) hypothesized that in ag-
ricultural societies where land is a scarce commodity, 
peasants cannot afford the luxury of polygyny. Obvi-
ously, wealth and status influenced the marriage patterns 
found in agricultural civilizations. 

Divorce For the most part, divorce was rare in ag-
ricultural civilizations. The corporate nature of the ex-
tended family and the need for cooperative agricultural 
labor among family members usually led to normative 
constraints against divorce. In addition, marriage was the 
most important vehicle for the transfer of property and 
served as the basis for alliances between families and kin 
groups. Thus, families tended to stay together, and enor-
mous moral, political, and social weight was attached to 
the marriage bond. In India, marriage was considered 
sacred, and therefore divorces were not legally permit-
ted. Similar norms were evident in the feudal societies of 
Europe, where Christianity reinforced the sanctity of the 
family and the stability of marriage. 

For women, however, marriage offered the only re-
spectable career or means of subsistence. Most women 
faced destitution if a marriage was terminated. Thus, few 
women wanted to dissolve a marriage, regardless of the 
internal conflicts or problems. This pattern reflects 
the unequal status of males and females. 

Gender, Subsistence, and Status 
The transition to intensive agriculture affected the subsis-
tence roles of both males and females. Martin and Voor-
hies (1975) noted that in agricultural systems the amount 
of labor that women contributed to the actual production 
of food declined. For example, the adoption of plow ag-
riculture greatly diminished the need for weeding, a task 
that was primarily taken care of by women. They hy-
pothesized that as women’s role in agriculture decreased, 
their social status decreased accordingly. Thus, agricul-
tural civilizations were even more patriarchal than were 
tribes or chiefdoms. Women were viewed as unable to 
contribute toward the household economy, and for the 
most part, they were confined to cooking, raising chil-
dren, and caring for the domestic animals. They had little 
contact outside their immediate families. 

Martin and Voorhies (1975) emphasized that a defi-
nite distinction arose in agricultural states between men’s 
and women’s roles. Women were restricted to  inside (do-
mestic) activities, whereas males were allowed to partici-
pate in outside (public) activities. In general, women were 
not allowed to own property, engage in politics, pursue 

Europe, the most common type of exchange was the 
dowry—goods and wealth paid by the bride’s family 
to the groom’s family. In this sense, the dowry appears 
to be the reverse of bridewealth, in which the groom’s 
family exchanges wealth for the bride. The dowry was 
used as a social exchange between families to arrange a 
marriage contract. Upon marriage, the bride in an Indian, 
European, or Chinese family was expected to bring mate-
rial goods into her marriage. 

In a cross-cultural comparison, Jack Goody (1976) 
found that bridewealth occurs more frequently in horti-
cultural societies, whereas the dowry is found in complex 
agricultural societies. In Europe and Asia, intensive agri-
culture was associated with the use of plows and draft 
animals, high population densities, and a scarcity of land. 
Goody hypothesized that one result of the dowry system 
was to consolidate property in the hands of elite groups. 
As commercial and bureaucratic families expanded their 
wealth and increased their status, these groups began to 
move from bridewealth to dowry. As bridewealth was a 
means of circulating wealth among families by creating 
alliances between the groom’s and bride’s families, the 
dowry served to concentrate property and wealth within 
the patrilineal line of families. Elites in India, China, and 
Greece relied on this form of marital exchange. 

Although dowry exchanges were most significant in 
the upper socioeconomic groups, in which wealth and 
status were of central significance, they were also sup-
posed to be customary among the peasantry. Bridewealth 
was not unknown in peasant society. In both northern 
and southern India, bridewealth became more common 
among the lower socioeconomic classes. In the poorest 
families, there was little to be inherited anyway, and the 
actual exchanges were mainly for the costs of the wed-
ding feast and for simple household furnishings. 

Polygyny In contrast to prestate societies, polygyny 
was rare in agricultural states, except among the elite. In 
some cases, the rulers of these state societies in Asia, the 
Middle East, Europe, and elsewhere had large harems, 
in which many different women were attached to one 
ruler. The royal households of many agricultural states 
had hundreds of women at the disposal of the rulers. 
The Thai, Nepalese, and other South and Southeast Asian 
kingdoms had royal families with many women attached 
to the king’s palace quarters and households (Tambiah 
1976; Bennett 1983). Many of the European kings had 
extensive polygynous households, even after Christian-
ity had developed norms against such forms of marriage 
(L. Stone 2005). Elite males who were wealthy were 
able to keep mistresses or concubines in addition to 
their wives. For example, many elite Chinese males kept 
concubines or secondary wives, despite laws against 
this practice. Other agricultural states had similar po-
lygynous practices for individuals in high-ranking socio-
economic positions. In addition, many of the marriages 
were endogamous, that is, within the same high-caste or 
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education, or participate in any activity that would take 
them outside the domestic sphere. Since Martin and Voo-
rhies did their research, a number of feminist anthropolo-
gists have questioned the simplistic dichotomy between 
the domestic and public realms for gender roles. In some 
cases, the domestic domain encompassed some of the 
activities of the public sphere, and vice versa. However, 
they have agreed that this distinction has helped analyze 
gender in most agricultural societies (Lamphere 1997; 
Ortner 1996). Generally, most studies concur that the fe-
male role was restricted in many of these societies. 

Female Seclusion The highly restricted female role 
in many agriculture societies was reflected in a num-
ber of cultural practices. For example, China adopted 
the tradition of foot binding, which involved binding a 
young female child’s feet so her feet would not grow. 
Although this practice was supposed to produce beauti-
ful feet (in the view of Chinese males), it had the effect 
of immobilizing women. Although less of a handicap for 
upper-class females, who did not have to participate in 
the daily labor requirements of most women and were 
carried around by servants, foot binding was also prac-
ticed by the peasantry during various periods, which 
meant that peasant women had to work with consider-
able disabilities. 

Similarly, many areas of the Near East, North Africa, 
and South Asia practiced purdah, a system that restricted 
women to the household. Purdah is a Persian word 
that is translated as “curtain” or “barrier.” In this system, 
women had to obtain permission from their husbands 
to leave the house to visit families and friends. In some 
of these regions, a woman had to cover her face with a 
veil when in public (Beck and Keddie 1978; Fernea and 
Fernea 1979). Female seclusion was one of the ways in 
which males tried to control the paternity of the children 
that they were raising. 

Patriarchy and Sexism Sexist ideology developed 
in agricultural states as a means of reinforcing the seclu-
sion of women. In many agricultural societies, females 
were viewed as inherently inferior and dependent on 
males. The so-called natural superiority of males was re-
inforced in most of the legal, moral, and religious tradi-
tions in agricultural states, including Confucianism, Islam, 
Hinduism, Judaism, and Christianity. For example, a daily 
Orthodox Jewish prayer for men says: 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, 
King of the Universe, that I was not born a gentile. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, 
King of the Universe, that I was not born a slave. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, 
King of the Universe, that I was not born a woman. 

The New Testament also supported patriarchal atti-
tudes toward women. In Ephesians (5:22–24), it states, 
“Wives be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord. For 

the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head 
of the church. As the church is subject to Christ, so let 
wives also be subject in everything to their husbands.” 

Many passages from Islam’s Qur’an endorsed 
patriarchal attitudes and cultural values (as we see in 
Chapter 15), as did Hinduism, Buddhism, and other reli-
gions developing in the agricultural societies throughout 
the world. In many of these agricultural societies, males 
were viewed as more intelligent, stronger, and more 
emotionally mature. In addition, many of these societ-
ies viewed women as sexually dangerous; women caught 
having premarital or extramarital sex were punished se-
verely—in some cases, they were executed by stoning, as 
mentioned in Leviticus in the Old Testament. In contrast, 
males were permitted to engage in extramarital affairs or 
have many wives or mistresses. 

Variations in the Status of Women The role 
and status of women in agricultural civilizations varied by 
region. For example, in some areas where soil conditions 
were poor, both male and female peasants had to work 
together in the fields to produce for the household, which 

The binding of women’s feet in traditional agricultural China led to 
results shown in this photo. 
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Were There Matriarchal 
States?

A s mentioned in earlier chapters, 
anthropologists have not found 
any substantive archaeologi-

cal or ethnographic evidence for the 
existence of matriarchal societies. 
There are, of course, societies that 
have a matrilineal social organization, 
in which one traces descent through 
the mother’s side of the family. But 
as we have discussed (see Chapter 
9), matriliny does not translate into a 
matriarchal society in which women 
would have economic and political 
dominance over males. Within societ-
ies organized by matrilineal descent, 
such as the Iroquois Indian societies 
discussed in Chapter 9, males tend to 
dominate in political and economic af-
fairs. Women may have a more active 
role in these areas, but patriarchy ex-
ists as the prevalent gender pattern in 
these matrilineal societies. 

However, the belief that there were 
once matr iarchal  soc iet ies that 
were overcome by male-dominated, 
warlike societies has a long history in 
the West. For example, after examin-
ing Greek and Roman mythology, law, 
religion, and history, the German law-
yer Johann Jacob Bachofen wrote an 
infl uential book called  Das Mutterrecht
(The Mother-Right), published in 1861. 
Bachofen suggested that matrilineal 
kinship combined with matriarchy was 
the first form of human evolutionary 
development. He reasoned that since 
no child could determine its pater-
nity, kinship, descent, and inheritance 
could be recognized only through 
women. Bachofen argued that women 
dominated these early primitive societ-
ies both economically and politically. 
Anthropologist John MacLellan de-
veloped this same theme in his book 
Primitive Marriage: An Inquiry into the 
Origin of the Form of Capture in Mar-
riage Ceremonies (1865). A number of 
other scenarios of this evolution from 

matriarchy to patriarchy were pub-
lished in books in Europe. 

Using similar reasoning, Lewis 
Henry Morgan, an early American 
anthropologist (see  Chapter 6), rein-
forced this Victorian view of ancient 
matriarchal societies. Based on his 
ethnographic study of Iroquois Indian 
society and other sources, Morgan 
argued in his famous book Ancient 
Society (1877) that there must have 
been an early stage of matriarchal so-
ciety. He studied kinship terms from 
different areas of the world to sub-
stantiate this view. Morgan suggested 
that a patriarchal stage of evolution 
replaced an earlier form of matriarchy 
as more advanced forms of agricul-
ture developed. In his understanding, 
matriarchal societies were based on 
the communal ownership of property 
and polyandry (females married to two 
or more males). He argued that patri-
archy evolved along with the concept 
of private property and ownership. 
Morgan suggested that males invented 
the institution of monogamy in order to 
ensure the paternity of their children. 

This enabled them to pass their private 
property on to their male heirs. 

Europeans Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels became enthusiastic about 
Morgan’s ideas in  Ancient Society.
Engels wrote about the connection 
between the evolution of private prop-
erty and the emergence of patriarchal 
societies in his book The Origin of the 
Family, Private Property, and the State
in 1884. This book, along with other 
writings by Marx and Engels, provided 
the intellectual foundation of the social-
ist and communist movement in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Following Morgan, Marx and Engels 
believed that revolutionary change in 
the economy caused by the evolu-
tion of advanced forms of agriculture, 
resulted in men taking control of the 
politics from women. As men gained 
control over herd animals and farm-
land, they also instituted the marriage 
pattern of monogamy, in which fe-
males pledged lifetime fidelity to one 
man. This institution assured males 
of the paternity of their own children. 
Engels referred to this commitment as 
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“the world historical defeat of the fe-
male sex.” He and Marx argued that 
the institution of the patriarchal fam-
ily and monogamy became the basis 
for treating females as property and 
commodities, demonstrated in exist-
ing rituals such as the “giving away of 
the bride by the father to the groom” in 
Western wedding ceremonies. Women 
became servants of men and provided 
sustenance to support male authority 
and wealth accumulation in capitalist 
societies. Marx and Engels believed 
that Victorian sexist attitudes and male 
chauvinism had been developed to as-
sure male authority and paternity. They 
believed that the global transformation 
from matrilineal and matriarchal societ-
ies into patrilineal and patriarchal so-
cieties established one of the integral 
components resulting in exploitative 
capitalist societies. 

Other important thinkers of the 
twentieth century such as Sigmund 
Freud (see  Chapter 4) transmitted 
these ideas regarding early matriarchal 
societies. One European archaeologist, 
the late Maria Gimbutas, proposed 
that early “matristic” societies were 
once the predominant form of society 
in ancient Europe (1982, 1991). She 
argued that in the period she calls 
“Old Europe” (between 6500 and 3500 
B.C.), peaceful, sedentary villages ex-
isted where men and women formed 
equal partnerships with one another. 
Gimbutas drew on a number of types 
of artifacts to make her case. Based 
on art, architecture, fi gurines, ceramic 
pottery, marble, gold, grave goods, 
and other artifacts, she suggested that 
the culture of “Old Europe” was based 
on the belief in a Great Mother God-
dess and other goddesses. According 
to Gimbutas, a “queen-priestess” ruled 
and maintained control over this matri-
focused religious tradition. She found 
no evidence of weapons or warfare 
from that time period. Thus, she chal-
lenged the assumption that warfare 
is endemic and universal in human 

societies. In addition, Gimbutas argued 
that these societies were completely 
egalitarian, with no classes, castes, or 
slaves and, of course, no male rulers. 

According to Gimbutas, “Old Eu-
rope” began to be invaded by tribal 
horse-r id ing pastora l ists known 
as the Kurgan by 4400 B.C. These 
Kurgan pastoralists from the Eurasi-
atic steppes were male dominated, 
were associated with the earl iest 
forms of Indo-European languages, 
and developed religious traditions 
and mythologies that refl ected a war-
rior cult. They maintained a pantheon 
of male gods representing the Sun, 
stars, thunder, and lightning, and 
they were associated with warriorlike 
artifacts such as daggers and axes. 
Eventually, the Kurgan introduced iron 
plows that were used to cultivate the 
land. This technological innovation al-
tered forever the relationship between 
males and females in European soci-
ety. Males with plows and draft ani-
mals supplanted the female-oriented 
forms of cultivation. As the Kurgan 
society replaced the “Old Europe,” 
women were relegated to the domes-
tic aspect of subsistence activities. 
According to Gimbutas, the mythical 
and ideological culture perpetuated 
by the Kurgans continued until the 
beginnings of Christianity in Europe 
and beyond. 

More recently, archaeologist Lynn 
Meskell (1995) has criticized the pic-
ture of Old Europe and the Kurgan 
culture presented by Maria Gimbutas. 
Meskell notes that since the nineteenth 
century there has been a recurrent in-
terest in the notion of original, matriar-
chal Mother Goddess societies. This 
view has been perpetuated in some 
of the ecofeminist and “New Age” re-
ligious literature. Meskell argues that 
these New Age feminists utilize Gim-
butas to ground their movement in a 
utopian vision of the past. She sug-
gests that these Mother Goddess “gy-
nocentric” theories of prehistory serve 

as vehicles for attempting to overturn 
patriarchal institutions in today’s soci-
eties. However, Meskell suggests that 
these gynocentric views are based 
on inadequate scholarship and actu-
ally damage the positive aspects of 
gender research in anthropology. She 
and many other archaeologists note 
that Gimbutas neglected a tremen-
dous amount of data and artifacts that 
would demonstrate the fallibility of her 
thesis. Numerous artifacts such as 
artwork indicating the prevalence of 
male deity fi gurines were dismissed in 
Gimbutas’s data collection. Artifacts in-
dicating warfare, human sacrifi ce, and 
fortifi cations are abundant throughout 
the archaeological record dated within 
Gimbutas’s Old Europe period. And 
the view of Kurgan patriarchal domi-
nation of this once-peaceful matristic 
society is too simplistic to explain the 
complexities of European archaeol-
ogy. Meskell concludes that the belief 
that there were distinctive stages of 
matriarchal and patriarchal societies 
is a remnant of the Victorian past. She 
argues that these simplistic views do 
not do justice to interpretations in ar-
chaeology or feminist anthropological 
and gender studies in the twenty-fi rst 
century. 

Of course, there were agricultural 
societies that worshipped female god-
desses and maintained mythologies 
about matriarchal societies. In fact, 
there were agricultural societies that 
had females who held important lead-
ership and political roles, such as the 
famed Cleopatra. Yet, the evidence 
from archaeology and ethnography 
suggests that female political suprem-
acy and domination over the economy 
did not exist. Despite Cleopatra’s po-
litical authority, a male elite clearly 
controlled the economy and politics in 
ancient Egypt. 

As we have seen in this chapter, the 
status of women in most of the agri-
cultural societies in the past, including 
the goddess-worshipping ones, was 

CONTINUED
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than achieved. For example, in traditional Chinese society, 
people born outside the emperor’s family had two paths 
to upward mobility. One route was to be born into the 
gentry—the landowning class that made up about 2 percent 
of Chinese families. The second route was to become a 
mandarin—a Chinese bureaucrat and scholar—by becom-
ing a student and passing rigorous examinations based on 
classical Confucian texts. Although in theory this option ex-
isted for all males, in fact it was restricted to families or clans 
that could afford to spend resources for educating a son 
(DeVoe 2006). 

The Caste System 
India and some areas connected with Hindu culture such 
as Nepal developed a much more restrictive form of so-
cial inequality known as the caste system. A caste is 
an endogamous social grouping into which a person 
is born and in which the person remains throughout his 
or her lifetime. Thus, an individual’s status in a caste sys-
tem is ascribed, and movement into a different caste is 
impossible. The Indian caste system evolved from four 
basic categories, or varnas, that were ranked in order 
from Brahmans (priests) to Ksaitryas (warriors) to Vai-
syas (merchants) to Sudras (laborers). Hence, the caste 
into which a person was born determined that person’s 
occupation. In addition, people were required to marry 
within their caste. Although contact among members of 
different castes was generally discouraged, the castes 
were interrelated through various mutual economic ex-
changes and obligations known as the jajmani system. 

tended to create more gender equality. In most Southeast 
Asian countries, such as Thailand and Cambodia, both 
males and females worked together in rice cultivation. In 
some cases, land was divided equally among all children, 
regardless of gender, indicating that in these societies fe-
males had relative equality with males. Although in these 
countries women were mostly confined to the domestic 
sphere and to household tasks, they played an impor-
tant role in decision making and financial matters within 
the rural communities (Keyes 1995; Van Esterik 1996; 
Winzeler 1996; Scupin 2006a). 

Anthropologists have discovered other exceptions re-
garding the role and status of peasant women in public 
in some agricultural civilizations. In China, Mesoamerica, 
and West Africa, many women participated as sellers in the 
marketplaces, taking some of the surplus produce or crafts 
made in the villages. However, this activity was generally 
restricted to older women whose children were grown. 
In some cases, the role of a market woman did lead to 
higher status. Many of these women participated in the 
public sphere, but were still segregated from male political 
activities. Moreover, these women had to perform their do-
mestic chores as well as their marketplace activities. 

Social Stratifi cation 
As previously mentioned, agricultural civilizations were 
highly stratified, and social mobility was generally restricted 
to people with elite family or kinship backgrounds. Thus, 
sometimes anthropologists classify these societies as closed 
societies, in that social status was generally ascribed, rather 

very low. Both males and females have 
used mythologies and beliefs about 
early matriarchies throughout history. 
Nineteenth-century males used these 
beliefs to justify the status and author-
ity of what they believed to be more 
evolved and advanced “patriarchal” 
institutions. Today, some women in 
the ecofeminist and New Age move-
ments use these myths to perpetuate 
their vision of a utopian society. Many 
contemporary anthropologists, both 
male and female, argue that the terms 
patriarchy and  matriarchy are too lim-
ited as dichotomies to assess the po-
sition of women in many societies of 
the world. For example, in a recent 
ethnography,  Women at the Center: 
Life in a Modern Matriarchy (2002), 
based on eighteen years of study in 

Minangkabau, Indonesia, anthropolo-
gist Peggy Reeves Sanday challenges 
the framework and stereotype of many 
Western peoples who believe that the 
religion of Islam consistently subordi-
nates women with its patriarchal tradi-
tions. She finds that in Indonesia the 
cultural beliefs about women have al-
ways been relatively egalitarian and that 
these beliefs have resisted any attempt 
at subordinating women in this society. 
Thus, anthropologists are working all 
over the world to refi ne their approach 
to gender issues and are investigating 
various global changes infl uencing gen-
der change. In addition, one of the ma-
jor goals of anthropology is to enhance 
and improve the rights of women and 
men throughout the world (see  Chap-
ter 18). But to do so, we must have an 

accurate assessment of what the ar-
chaeological and ethnographic records 
tell us. Without this accurate assess-
ment, we cannot either further our 
knowledge of humanity or aid in the 
improvement of the human condition. 

Points to Ponder 

1. What kind of data would be needed 
to infer a true matriarchal society in 
the past? 

2. What are the strengths and weak-
nesses of the belief in an early ma-
triarchal society? 

3. Could there ever be a truly matriar-
chal society? If so, how could one 
develop?

4. What has this Critical Perspectives 
box taught you about analyzing an-
thropological data? 

Critical Perspectives continued 
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We discuss how the process of globalization is influenc-
ing the caste structure found in India and elsewhere in 
Chapter 15.

Slavery Another form of social inequality and as-
cribed status was slavery. Slavery tends to increase as a 
society increases its productive technology, as trade ex-
pands, and as states become more centrally organized 
(Goody 1980; Van den Berghe 1981). For example, the 
Mediterranean empires of the Greeks, Romans, Arabs, 
and Turks used vast numbers of slaves in galleys, monu-
ment construction, irrigation works, plantation agricul-
ture, and major public works projects. 

Slave systems differed from one society to another. The 
Greeks and Romans reduced the status of the slave to a 
subhuman “thing” that was considered an instrument or 
tool, differing from inanimate tools only by the faculty of 
speech (Worsley 1984). Indigenous African kingdoms prac-
ticed large-scale slavery in which nobles owned hundreds 
of slaves (Goody 1980). Most of these slaves worked on 
plantations or in households, although some became advi-
sors to and administrators for nobles. While African slavery 
involved the capture and sale of human beings, eventually 
the slaves could be incorporated into the kinship groups. 

In a comprehensive review of indigenous Asian and 
African slavery, anthropologist James Watson (1980) re-
ferred to open and  closed forms of slavery. The indig-
enous African form of slavery was open in that slaves 
could be incorporated into domestic kinship groups and 
even become upwardly mobile. In contrast, the slave 
systems of China, India, Greece, and Rome were closed, 
with no opportunities for upward mobility or incorpora-
tion into kinship groups. The two different types of slav-
ery were correlated with specific demographic conditions 
and political economies. In societies such as those in 
Africa or Thailand, where land was relatively abundant 
and less populated, more open forms of slavery devel-
oped (Goody 1971; Turton 1980). In these societies, the 
key to power and authority was control over people, 
rather than land. In political economies such as Greece, 
Rome, China, and India, where land was scarce and 
populations much more dense, closed forms of slavery 
emerged. The key to power and wealth in these societies 
was control over land and labor. 

Racial and Ethnic Stratifi cation 
Related to slavery and a rigid social hierarchy was a pat-
tern not found in nonstate societies: racial and ethnic 
stratification. Although “race” is not a scientifically useful 
concept (see Chapters 2 and  16), the term is often used to 
differentiate people according to skin color or other phys-
ical characteristics. In contrast, as we saw in Chapter 3,
ethnicity refers to the cultural differences among popula-
tions, usually based on attributes such as language, re-
ligion, clothing, lifestyle, and ideas regarding common 
descent or specific territory. 

As agricultural states expanded into surrounding 
environments, a variety of perceived “racially” and eth-
nically different peoples were incorporated into the grow-
ing empires. Some of these groups were band, tribal, or 
chiefdom societies that spoke different languages and 
maintained different cultural or ethnic traditions. Once 
conquered or absorbed, they frequently found them-
selves under the rule of a particular dominant ethnic 
group. In many cases, the dominant group ascribed sub-
ordinate social and cultural statuses to them. Sometimes 
the conquered groups became slaves. In other cases, 
their members were viewed as “racially” or ethnically in-
ferior and were given only limited opportunities for up-
ward mobility. Thus, many ethnic and racial minorities 
were identified as subordinate classes and stigmatized as 
inherently inferior. 

With the intensification of social stratification in ag-
ricultural states, social distance between the ruling elite 
and the rest of the population was accentuated not 
only by rights to land, wealth, and power, but also by 
restrictive sumptuary laws. For example, among the 
Aztecs, patterns of deference and demeanor between 
the rulers and the ruled were highly formalized. The 
Aztec nobility were distinguished by clothing and jew-
elry, and they were believed to be vested with divine 
status (Berdan 1982). Aztec commoners were required to 
prostrate themselves before the emperor and were not 
permitted to speak to him or look at him. Similar patterns 
of deference and social etiquette developed throughout 
the agricultural societies in the Old and New World. 

Law
Agricultural states formalized legal decisions and punish-
ments not only through laws, but also through court sys-
tems, police, and legal specialists such as judges. In many 
of these societies, law became highly differentiated from 
customs, norms, traditions, and religious dogma (Vago 
1995). Writing systems enabled many of these societies to 
keep records of court proceedings. 

The first recognized codified laws originated in the 
Near Eastern civilization of Babylon. The Babylonian 
code of law, known as the Code of Hammurabi, was 
based on standardized procedures and precedents for 
dealing with civil and criminal offenses. Other agricul-
tural states, such as China, Rome, and India, developed 
formalized legal systems, including court systems. Morton 
Fried (1978) used evidence from the Code of Hammurabi 
to demonstrate that these laws reinforced a system of in-
equality by protecting the rights of the governing class, 
while keeping the peasants in a subordinate status. In 
other words, the Code of Hammurabi was designed to al-
low those in authority to have access to scarce resources. 

In contrast, some anthropologists emphasized the 
benefits of codified laws for the maintenance of soci-
ety (Service 1978b). They argued that the maintenance 
of social and political order was crucial for agricultural 
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led to domination by a ruling group (Cohen 1984). Thus, 
with the emergence of state societies, warfare increased 
in scale and became much more organized. As govern-
ing elites accumulated more wealth and power, warfare 
became one of the major means of increasing their sur-
pluses. Archaeologist V. Gordon Childe (1950), a conflict 
theorist, maintained that the ruling class in agricultural 
societies turned its energies from the conquest of nature 
to the conquest of people. 

One cross-cultural study of external warfare by Keith 
Otterbein found that the capacity for organized warfare is 
much greater in agricultural state societies than in band 
and tribal societies. State societies usually have a central-
ized political and military leadership, as well as profes-
sional armies and military training. In addition, surpluses 
of foodstuffs and luxury items frequently attract outside 
invaders, particularly nomadic pastoralists. Otterbein 
(1994) concluded that the primary motivation for warfare 
in state systems was to gain political control over other 
people. In the feudal societies of Western Europe and 
Japan, professional classes of knights and samurai pro-
tected the interests and resources of nobles. In addition, 
these warrior classes were used to wage offensive war-
fare against neighboring estates to increase landholdings 
and the supply of manpower. 

Religion
As state societies emerged, cultural elements such as po-
litical power, authority, and religion became much more 
closely intertwined. The religious traditions that devel-
oped in most of the agricultural states are referred to as 
ecclesiastical religions, in which there is no separation 
between state and religious authority. Generally, all peo-
ple in the political jurisdiction are required to belong to 
the religion, and there is little toleration for other belief 
systems.

Ecclesiastical Religions 
Major ecclesiastical religious traditions emerged in agricul-
tural civilizations around the world. Mesopotamia, Egypt, 
China, Greece, Rome, Mesoamerica, and South America 
developed some of the earliest ecclesiastical religions.
These religious traditions were limited to the specific 
territory of these societies and were intimately tied 
to their particular state organization. The  Mesopotamian,
Egyptian, Confucian (Chinese), Greek, Roman, 
Mayan, Aztec, and Incan religious traditions integrated 
both political and religious functions for their own 
people. The Aztec religion emerged between the four-
teenth and sixteenth centuries A.D. in the city they called 
Tenochtitlán, in the central valley region of present-
day Mexico (Carrasco 2002; Fagan 1998). The Aztecs 
had moved from the northern regions of Mesoamerica 
and conquered this region. They called the ancient city 
of Teotihuacan, which had been built centuries earlier 

states. Serious disruptions would have led to the neglect 
of agricultural production, which would have had devas-
tating consequences for all members of society. Thus, le-
gal codes such as the Code of Hammurabi, the Talmudic 
laws of the Israelites, the laws of Manu of India, the Con-
fucianist codes of China, and the Roman imperial laws 
benefited the peasants by maintaining social order, which 
made possible greater agricultural production. 

Obviously, both of these perspectives provide useful 
insights into the role of law in agricultural states. Rul-
ing elites developed these codified legal systems to their 
advantage, but these systems also functioned to control 
crime and institute political order. 

Mediation and Self-Help 
Despite the emergence of codified systems, the practice 
of mediation and self-help in the redress of criminal of-
fenses did not completely disappear. For example, these 
practices continued centuries after the development 
of the Greek state (Claessen, Van De Velde, and Smith 
1985). In addition, oaths, oracles, and ordeals remained 
as methods for determining legal decisions in many agri-
cultural civilizations. 

A Case Study: Law in China The legal system of 
China evolved through various dynasties, culminating in 
the complex legal codes of the Han dynasty (206 B.C.– 
220 A.D.). Chinese criminal codes specified punishments 
for each offense, ranging from blows with a cane to exe-
cution by strangulation, by decapitation, or even by slow 
slicing. Punishments also included hard labor and exile. 
Chinese civil law included rules on agricultural property, 
family, and inheritance. 

Decisions involving civil law frequently were left to 
arbitration between the disputants in the local commu-
nity. In this sense, many legal decisions depended upon 
self-regulation of small groups. Use of written laws and 
the court system was generally restricted to cases that 
affected society as a whole. County magistrates familiar 
with the legal codes administered the law and recorded 
the decisions, which served as precedents for future 
cases. A hierarchy of judicial bodies from the county 
magistrates to the imperial court served as courts of ap-
peal for serious cases. Despite the existence of a highly 
formalized court system, however, most scholars concur 
that Chinese law was weak. Because local magistrates 
had hundreds of thousands of people under their juris-
diction and the police force was weak, law enforcement 
was ineffective at the local level. Basic law enforcement 
relied instead on informal processes and sanctions ad-
ministered by community leaders (Clayre 1985). 

Warfare 
Warfare was an integral aspect of agricultural state devel-
opment. The state emerged, in most cases, as a result of 
conflict and competition among groups that eventually 
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(100 B.C.), the “Abode of the Gods.” Tenochtitlán was di-
vided into four major quarters that had extensive pyra-
mids, courtyards, residences, and craft industry factories 
producing pottery, weapons, and other goods. In the 
center of the city stood the Temple of Quetzacoatl, 
the most important temple for the Aztecs. Aztec rituals 
were led by the temple priests and included fasting and 
the offering of flowers, foods, and cloths for sacrifices, as 
well as a variety of types of human sacrifices. The Mayan 
and other Mesoamerican states had similar religions and 
rituals. In the ecclesiastical religions of many agricultural 
states, such as those of the Egyptians, Aztecs, Maya, Chi-
nese, Greeks, and Romans, the government officials were 
often the priests who managed the rituals and maintained 
the textual traditions for these people. 

Universalistic Religions 
Other religious traditions that developed in early agri-
cultural societies became universalistic religions, con-
sisting of spiritual messages that were believed to apply 
to all of humanity, rather than just to their own cultural 
heritage. There are two major branches of universalistic 
religions: One emerged in the Near East and led to the 
formation of the historically related religions of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam; the other developed in southern 
Asia and resulted in Hinduism and Buddhism. 

These universalistic religious traditions are some-
times known as the “great religious traditions.” Although 
they began as universalistic traditions, in many cases they 
evolved into ecclesiastical religions identified with specific 
political regions. For example, many European nations 
established particular Christian denominations as state 
official religions. 

Divine Rulers, Priests, 
and Religious Texts 
Most of the early ecclesiastical religions taught that their 
rulers have divine authority. For example, the rulers of 
Mesopotamia and the pharaohs of Egypt were believed 
to be divine rulers upholding the moral and spiritual uni-
verse. Various Greek and Roman rulers attempted to have 
themselves deified during different historical periods. In 
South and Southeast Asia, political rulers known as ra-
jahs were thought to have a semidivine status that was an 
aspect of their religious traditions. Even during later times 
in agricultural Europe, kings were believed to inherit 
their rule from God and sanctioned their rule through 
Christian traditions of “divine right.” 

Ecclesiastical religious traditions are based on writ-
ten texts interpreted by professionally trained, full-time 
priests, who became the official custodians of the reli-
gious cosmologies and had official roles in the politi-
cal hierarchy. They presided over state-organized rituals 
called rites of legitimation, which reinforced the di-
vine authority of the ruler. In these rituals, the priests led 
prayers, chants, and hymns addressed to the kings and 
the various deities (Parrinder 1983; Fagan 1998). As in 
chiefdom societies, religion sanctified and legitimized the 
authority of political leaders. 

One of the major functions of the priests was to 
standardize religious beliefs and practices for the soci-
ety. Individualistic religious practices and beliefs were 
viewed as threatening to state authorities. For example, 
among the Maya, state authorities perceived the shaman-
istic practice of taking hallucinogens to control spirits 
as too individualistic. As the ecclesiastical religion de-
veloped, only the Mayan priests were allowed to take 

Aztec art showing human sacrifi ce. 
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ability to produce agriculture surplus would have had se-
rious consequences. If the society was unable to over-
come this depletion, collapse would result. Reasons such 
as this have been posited as contributing to the collapse 
of complex societies such as Mesopotamia (Adams 1981), 
Egypt (Butzer 1984), and Mesoamerica (Haas 1982). In 
some cases, researchers have suggested that resource de-
pletion may be the result of sudden catastrophic events 
such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, or floods, which 
have an impact on agricultural lands as well as other 
resources (Fagan 2004). One of the most well-known 
theories of this kind links the destruction of Minoan civi-
lization in the Mediterranean to the eruption of the San-
torini volcano on the island of Thera (Marinatos 1939). 

Other theories have suggested that conditions within 
societies led to collapse. Many of these theories stress 
the tension or conflict resulting from social stratification. 
For example, mismanagement, excessive taxes, demands 
for food and labor, or other forms of exploitation by a 
ruling class are seen as instigating revolts or uprisings 
by the disaffected peasant class. Without the support of 
the peasants, the political system cannot function and the 
state collapses (Yoffee 1979; Guha 1981; Lowe 1985). 

Alternatively, some researchers have viewed collapse 
as the result of the societies’ failure to respond to chang-
ing conditions. For example, the late anthropologist 
Elman Service (1960:97) argued: “The more specialized 
and adapted a form in a given evolutionary stage, the 
smaller its potential for passing to the next stage.” Under-
lying this interpretation is the assumption that successful 
adaptation to a particular environmental or cultural set-
ting renders a society inflexible and unable to adapt to 
changing conditions. In this setting, less complex societ-
ies with greater flexibility overthrew older states. 

Anthropologist Joseph Tainter notes in a survey that 
most of the models that have been presented focus on 
specific case studies, not on the understanding of col-
lapse as a general phenomenon. He points out that most 
researchers assume that the decline in complexity associ-
ated with collapse is a catastrophe: “An end to the artistic 
and literary features of civilization, and the umbrella of 
service and protection that an administration provides, 
are seen as fearful events, truly paradise lost” (Tainter 
1990:197). Tainter argues that, in reality, collapse repre-
sents a logical choice in the face of declining returns. 
When people’s investment in complexity fails to produce 
benefits, they opt for disintegration. 

Anthropological explanations concerning the collapse 
of agricultural states can be evaluated in light of ethno-
graphic, historical, and archaeological evidence. Upon 
surveying information from different states, it appears that 
reasons for collapse are exceedingly complex (Tainter 
2006). The specific manifestation varies in individual set-
tings, just as the specific features that define states differ. 
Adequate appraisal is dependent on the existence of a 

mind-altering drugs. Priests managed the use of these 
hallucinogens on behalf of state-organized ritual activi-
ties (Dobkin de Rios 1984). 

The Collapse of State Societies 
Perhaps no aspect of early agricultural states is more in-
triguing than the question of why many of them ceased 
to function. As discussed in the chapter opening, no agri-
cultural states exist today in the same form that they did 
prior to 1500 A.D. Lost ruins, palaces hidden in tropical 
forests, and temples buried beneath shifting sand capti-
vate the attention of archaeologists and the public alike. 
These images grip our attention all the more because of 
the lusterless prospect that the downfall of these ancient 
societies offers insight into the limitations of our own civ-
ilization. As Joseph Tainter (1990:2) notes: “Whether or 
not collapse was the most outstanding event of ancient 
history, few would care for it to become the most signifi-
cant event of the present era.” 

In looking at their demise, it is important to note 
that many early agricultural states were exceedingly suc-
cessful; they flourished in many different world areas 
for hundreds of years. The ancient Egyptian Old King-
dom, which spanned a period of almost 1,000 years, is 
particularly notable, but many lasted longer than the 
two-hundred-odd years the United States has been in ex-
istence. The apparent success of these states makes the 
reasons for their collapse all the more enigmatic. What 
accounts for the loss of centralized authority, the decline 
in stratification and social differentiation, the interruption 
of trade, and the fragmentation of large political units 
that seem to document the end of many different civiliza-
tions? These features extend beyond the end of specific 
governments or political systems; rather, they seem to re-
flect the breakdown of entire cultural systems. 

Possible Reasons for Collapse 
In examining the downfall of complex societies, writers 
have posited many different theories. Among the earliest 
were notions that collapse was somehow an innate, in-
evitable aspect of society, to be likened to the aging of a 
biological organism. Plato, for example, wrote that “since 
all created things must decay, even a social order . . . 
cannot last forever, but will decline” (quoted in Tainter 
1990:74). Although romantically appealing, such interpre-
tations lack explanatory value and cannot be evaluated 
by empirical observation. 

More recent scholars and archaeologists have sought 
a more precise understanding of the factors that con-
tributed to collapse. Many theories have focused on the 
depletion of key resources as a result of human mis-
management or climatic change. In an agricultural state, 
conditions that interfered with or destroyed the society’s 
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Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
Summary 
The development of agricultural societies resulted 
from the expansion during the Neolithic period that in-
volved the domestication of plants and animals, which 
provided a more reliable food supply and thus, allowed 
for population growth, the emergence of cities, the spe-
cialization of labor, technological complexity, and many 
other features that are characteristic of agricultural states. 
Anthropologists and geographers have found that vari-
ous ecological conditions such as large river valleys and 
plants and animals that were easily domesticated were 
more conducive to the rise of agricultural states. 

States are societies that have bureaucratic organiza-
tions, or governments. State societies emerged with the 
development of intensive agriculture. 

The demographic conditions of agricultural civi-
lizations included a rise in mortality rates along with 
increases in fertility rates. Agricultural states often en-
couraged high fertility rates to raise population levels for 
political purposes. The technological developments as-
sociated with agricultural societies represented dramatic 
innovations in metallurgy, shipbuilding, papermaking, 
printing, and many scientific endeavors. 

The political economy of agricultural states varied from 
region to region. In some areas, large-scale, centralized em-
pires emerged, such as in China and Egypt. In other areas, 
smaller-scale states developed that did not have complete 
political control over outlying regions. After the fall of some 
centralized states in Europe and Japan, a type of decentral-
ized political economy known as feudalism developed. 

Different forms of property relations developed, 
depending on whether an agricultural state was cen-
tralized or feudal. In the centralized states, property 
was owned and administered by the government, 
whereas in feudal regimes, lords and nobles owned their 
estates. Long-distance trade and government-regulated 
monetary exchange systems developed in agricultural 
societies. Within the context of long-distance trade and 
monetary exchange, merchants and markets emerged. 

The social organization of agricultural states con-
sisted of extended families and other descent groups, 
including lineages, clans, and kindreds. Marriages in 
agricultural societies were arranged by parents and 
based upon political and economic considerations. In 
contrast to prestate societies, polygyny (except among 
the elite) and bridewealth were not widespread among 
agricultural state societies. Instead, monogamy and 
dowry exchanges were the major patterns. Divorce was 
infrequent. 

Gender relations became more patriarchal in agricul-
tural societies, possibly reflecting the reduced participa-
tion of females in agricultural labor. Females were largely 
confined to the domestic sphere, and various patterns of 
female seclusion developed in many of these societies, 
although variations in the status of women appeared in 
some of these agricultural states. 

Social stratification in agricultural societies was based 
on class, caste, and slavery, as well as race and ethnicity. 
Some of these societies have been described as closed 
societies, with little opportunity for social mobility. For-
malized legal systems developed, codifying laws admin-
istered by courts and government authorities. However, 
self-help and mediation were also used to resolve 
disputes.

Ecclesiastical religions developed in agricultural soci-
eties, with full-time priests, religious texts, and concepts 
of divine rulers associated with particular state societies. 
Some universalistic religious traditions developed in the 
Near East and Asia. Archaeologists continue to offer ex-
planations of what led to the collapse of various agricul-
tural states in differing regions of the world by examining 
factors such as ecological conditions, climatic factors, in-
ternal and external warfare, and many other conditions. 
Although no agricultural states remain intact today, many 
of the earlier cultural traditions and practices such as reli-
gious cosmologies and beliefs have resonance for billions 
of people throughout the world. 

great deal of information about the society under study, 
including its technological capabilities, population, ag-
ricultural yields, and internal and external warfare, as 
well as climatic conditions in the region. The difficulty 
involved in assessing competing models is perhaps best 
illustrated by the fact that very different hypotheses have 
often been used to explain the decline of the same so-
ciety. Anthropologists are committed to offering more 
comprehensive explanations of the collapse of various 

agricultural societies using more refined and sophisticated 
technologies and methods as they develop in the future. 

In Chapters 14 and  15, we discuss how contemporary 
globalization trends, beginning with European colonialism 
in the 1500s, have resulted in dramatic transformations in 
these various agricultural societies. We need to understand 
conditions of these agricultural societies as much as pos-
sible in order to offer more comprehensive explanations 
of globalization and its impact on these societies today. 
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caste
civilization
closed societies 
command economy 
dowry 

ecclesiastical religions 
feudalism
galactic polity 
intensive agriculture 
moral economy 

peasants
purdah 
radial polity 
rites of legitimation 
theater state 

tributary mode 
tribute
universalistic religions 

Key Terms 

For further information about topics covered in this chap-
ter, go to MyAnthroLab at  www.myanthrolab.com and ac-
cess the following readings in MyAnthroLibrary: 

 Elizabeth M. Brumfiel,  Origins of Social Inequality.
 Peter N. Peregrine,  Variation in Stratification.

 Joseph O. Vogel,  De-mystifying the Past: Great Zimbabwe, 
King Solomon’s Mines, and Other Tales of Old Africa.

 Cathy Lynne Costin,  Cloth Production and Gender Rela-
tions in the Inca Empire.                                                                                                                             

Read the Original Source on myanthrolab.com

Questions to Think About 
1. How do agricultural states differ demographically 

from small-scale societies such as bands, tribes, and 
chiefdoms?

2. Discuss some of the technological innovations devel-
oped in agricultural states. 

3. How do segmentary states and theater states differ 
from the Aztec, Roman, and Chinese empires? 

4. How do property rights in agricultural states differ 
from those in forager and tribal societies? 

5. What are some of the advantages of having an ex-
tended family organization in an agricultural state, as 
opposed to an autonomous nuclear family? 

6. Are marriage patterns and social ties in agricultural 
states independent of economic and political consid-
erations? If so, why? If not, what are some of the eco-
nomic and political implications of marriage patterns 
and other social ties? 

7. Discuss the relationships among gender, subsis-
tence, and status in agricultural states. How does 
the picture that emerges differ from the one for any 
of the following groups: (1) foragers, (2) tribes, or 
(3) chiefdoms? 

8. According to Morton Fried, codified laws reinforce 
a system of inequity by keeping peasants subordi-
nate, while allowing those in power to have access 
to scarce resources. Elman Service provides a differ-
ent perspective. What is Service’s perspective? 

9. How does religion interact with state power and bu-
reaucratic authority in agricultural civilizations? Give 
examples of the relationship between the state and 
religion in these agricultural societies. 

10. What are some of the basic reasons for the collapse 
of agricultural states? 
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Chapter Questions 

� What were some of the historical changes that 
resulted in the Industrial Revolution? 

� What are some of the energy-use patterns and 
technological changes associated with industrial 
societies?

� What are the characteristics of the economy in 
industrial societies? 

� How did the Industrial Revolution infl uence the status 
and role of family, gender, and age? 

� Why are industrial societies considered to be more 
“open” in terms of social stratifi cation than preindustrial 
societies?

� What are the characteristics of politics, law, and 
warfare in industrial societies? 

� What are the consequences of industrialization for 
religion in industrial societies? 

T
he Industrial Revolution is the term used to 
describe the broad changes that occurred during 
the latter part of the eighteenth century in Europe. 
However, the roots of these dramatic changes in 

the structure and organization of society were there much 
earlier. This chapter considers the causes of the Industrial 
Revolution and its consequences for the states in which it 
occurred. This is an extremely important topic because 
it emphasizes how anthropologists interpret and explain 
the development of the Industrial Revolution in Europe, 
rather than in other regions of the world. Traditionally, 
most cultural anthropologists did research on preindus-
trial societies, as discussed in Chapters 9 through  11.
However, many cultural anthropologists have turned their 
attention to doing ethnography in the industrial regions 
of the world, including Europe, Russia, the United States, 
Canada, Australia, and Japan. These cultural anthropol-
ogists have to take a highly interdisciplinary approach, 
drawing on the work of historians, economists, political 
scientists, and sociologists. This chapter uses much of the 
research of these other disciplines, as well as the studies 
of cultural anthropologists. 

An industrial society uses sophisticated technol-
ogy based on machinery powered by advanced fuels 
to produce material goods. A primary feature of indus-
trial societies in comparison with preindustrial societies 
is that most productive labor involves factory and office 
work, rather than agricultural or foraging activities. This 
pattern has produced new forms of economic organiza-
tion and social-class arrangements. In terms of political 

organization, industrial societies became the first well- 
developed nation-states—political communities that 
have clearly defined territorial borders dividing them 
from one another. All modern industrial nation-states ex-
ercise extensive political authority over many aspects of 
the lives of their citizenry through the application of for-
malized laws and a centralized government. 

The Commercial, Scientifi c, 
and Industrial Revolution 
One of the early explanations of why Europe succeeded 
in developing the Industrial Revolution and other soci-
eties did not is that Europeans were superior to other 
people mentally and intellectually. Anthropologists do 
not accept this claim of European mental and intellectual 
superiority. This idea has a long history that is connected 
with racist beliefs that go back deep into Western his-
tory (see Chapter 16 on race). According to this racist 
view, non-European races were cognitively deficient and 
incapable of developing advanced technology, and that 
is why Europe was the center of the rise of industrial 
society. Again, anthropologists have refuted the basis of 
these racist arguments through systematic biological, ar-
chaeological, and cultural research throughout the world 
(see Chapters 2 and 16).

The influential book by Jared Diamond called  Guns,
Germs, and Steel: The Fate of Human Societies (1997), 
which was mentioned in earlier chapters and which 
draws on an enormous amount of geographical, archaeo-
logical, and anthropological research, demonstrates that 
the European Industrial Revolution developed not as the 
result of the “unique” genius, intelligence, or particular 
superior cultural values of Europeans, but as the result 
of an unpredictable sequence of prehistoric and histori-
cal processes. As mentioned in Chapter 11, most of the 
plants and large mammals that could be domesticated ex-
isted in the Near East, whereas Africa and the Americas 
lacked easily domesticated species of plants and animals 
for agriculture. The Near Eastern pattern of plant and 
animal domestication spread into the Eurasian continent, 
which included China and Europe, because Europe, the 
Near East, and Asia were contiguous. Further, this diffu-
sion of agriculture and domesticated animals happened 
quickly in Europe and Asia because unlike in Africa and 
the Americas, there were no substantial geographic barri-
ers such as oceans, deserts, and rain forests to inhibit the 
spread of this agricultural package across the Near East 
and Mediterranean areas to the Eurasian continent. The 
Near Easterners, Europeans, and Asians developed resis-
tance to certain diseases as a result of living with domes-
ticated animals such as cattle and pigs for many years, 
and these animals, along with abundant harvests, enabled 
the Near Easterners, Europeans, and Asians to develop 
cities with large populations, governments, specialized 
economic systems, and writing systems, as described in 
Chapter 11. Centuries later the Europeans developed the 
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technological knowledge and political power to conquer 
other areas of the world that did not have these agricul-
tural resources. 

The process of agricultural development described 
above led to further cultural and economic develop-
ments that gave Europe the edge in the beginnings of 
the Industrial Revolution. China was almost to the same 
point of development in the 1600s, but for historical and 
political reasons, China did not begin to expand beyond 
its boundaries. Consequently, Europe, not China, became 
the center of the Industrial Revolution during that period. 

Anthropologists address the question of why Europe 
was the center of the Industrial Revolution by drawing 
on a wide range of historical sources from many regions 
of the world. Only by taking a global perspective can 
we answer this question. Anthropologists such as Jack 
Goody (1996) and Eric Wolf ([1982] 1997) have adopted 
this global perspective and have examined the interrela-
tionships between the non-European world and Europe 
to provide answers to this question. 

A major factor leading to the emergence of indus-
trial states in European society was the increased con-
tact among different societies, primarily through trade. 
Although, as discussed in the last chapter, long-distance 
trade was present in agricultural states, the major regions 
of the world were relatively isolated from one another. 
Trade was conducted in Asia, the Near East, Europe, 
Africa, and internally within the Americas before 1500  A.D., 
but the difficulties of transportation and communication 
inhibited the spread of ideas, values, and technology 
among these regions. Although Europeans had contact 
with non-Europeans through religious wars such as the 
Crusades and the travels of adventurers such as Marco 
Polo, they did not engage in systematic relations with 
non-Europeans until after the year 1500. 

The upper class and royalty of agricultural European 
society encouraged long-distance trade as a means of ac-
cumulating wealth. Their principal motivation was to build 
a self-sufficient economy as a basis for extending their cen-
tralized government. This type of economic system is often 
referred to as mercantilism. Mercantilism is a system in 
which the government regulates the economy of a state to 
ensure economic growth, a positive balance of trade, and 
the accumulation of gold and silver. One key mercantil-
ist strategy was for the government to grant monopolies 
to trading companies so that these companies could accu-
mulate wealth for the home country. The European upper 
classes were also attempting to compete with the Islamic 
and Asian trade that predominated in the East. These elites 
formed an alliance with merchants to support their en-
deavors (Wolf [1982] 1997). Thus, for example, during the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the rulers of Spain and 
Portugal sponsored private traders who explored the world 
to search for wealth. These expeditions eventually estab-
lished ports of trade in Africa, the Americas, and Asia. 

Eventually, European countries such as the Netherlands, 
Great Britain, France, and Russia became mercantile 

competitors with Spain and Portugal. They formed pri-
vate trading companies such as the British East India 
Company, which were subsidized by the government. 
These companies were given special rights to engage in 
trade in specific regions. In turn, they were expected to 
find sources of both wealth and luxury goods that could 
be consumed by the ruling classes. 

One result of this mercantilist trade was the beginning 
of global unity (Chirot 1986; Wolf [1982] 1997). European 
explorers visited every part of the globe. An enormous dif-
fusion of plants, animals, humans, technology, and ideas 
took place among Europe, the Americas, and the rest of 
the world. Cultures from every region of the world be-
gan to confront each other. These encounters led to new 
patterns of trade, political developments, and the trans-
mission of beliefs, ideas, and practices.  European traders 
backed by military force began to compete with other 
traders from the Middle East and Asia. Soon, through the 
use of military force, European trade came to displace 
the Asian and Islamic trading empires. As economic 
wealth began to amass in Europe through the accumu-
lation of gold, silver, and other commodities from the 
Americas, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, the political 
center of power also shifted to Europe. These economic 
and political changes were accompanied by major trans-
formations in non-Western societies. These changes in 
non-Western societies are discussed in later chapters. 

The global diffusion of philosophical and practical 
knowledge provided the basis for the scientific revolu-
tion in the West. Ideas and technology that were devel-
oped in the civilizations of China, India, the Middle East, 
Africa, and the Americas provided the stimulus for the 
emergence of scientific enterprise in Europe. Eventu-
ally, scientific methods based on deductive and inductive 
logic (see Chapter 1) were allied with practical economic 
interests to provide the basis for the Industrial Revolu-
tion in Europe. But, again, many of the ideas and tech-
nological developments that gave rise to the Industrial 
Revolution in Europe had emerged earlier in agricultural 
civilizations in other regions of the world. The scientific 
revolution would not have developed in Europe without 
the knowledge of scientific and mathematical concepts 
previously developed in India, the Middle East, and Asia. 

The notion that there was a unique European mira-
cle that was associated with the so-called white race is a 
fallacy. The idea that Europeans were superior geniuses 
who were capable of developing the industrial civiliza-
tion is also a fallacy. Without the diffusion of knowledge 
and technologies from other regions of the world, Europe 
would not have been able to develop the Industrial Rev-
olution. Slowly and gradually, over a period of some four 
hundred years, the combination of scientific and commer-
cial alliances in Europe produced dramatic consequences 
that transformed economic, social, and political structures 
through the process of industrialization—the adoption 
of a mechanized means of production to transform raw 
materials into manufactured goods. 
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Modernization
The overall consequences of the Industrial Revolution 
are often referred to as modernization—the economic, 
social, political, and religious changes related to mod-
ern industrial and technological change. Modernization 
was not an overnight occurrence. It took more than four 
hundred years, from 1600 on, to develop in the West, 
and modernity remains an ongoing process. It depended 
upon the commercial transformations brought about 
through years of mercantilism that led to the accumula-
tion of capital for investment and the gradual diffusion of 
practical knowledge and scientific methods that engen-
dered technological innovations. 

Environment and Energy Use 
In earlier chapters, we saw how the availability of 
resources affects levels of political and economic 
development. States and chiefdoms emerged in areas 
with abundant resources, whereas other environments 
could support only bands and tribes. Environmental con-
ditions also had an influence on the early phases of indus-
trialization. Industrial societies still depended heavily on 
agricultural production to meet basic food requirements, 
but through industrialization, agricultural production itself 
was transformed. The major natural-resource require-
ments for industrial societies are based on harnessing 
new sources of energy, especially fossil-fuel energy. 

In Chapter 6, we discussed Leslie White’s attempt to 
explain sociocultural evolution in terms of energy use. 
He suggested that sociocultural evolution progressed in 
relationship to the harnessing of energy. A number of 
anthropologists, including John Bodley (1985), attempted 
to quantify White’s ideas. Bodley suggested that socio-
cultural systems can be divided into high-energy cultures
and low-energy cultures and that these categories have 
implications for the evolution of society. For example, 
before the Industrial Revolution, no state used more than 
26,000 kilocalories per capita daily, and tribal hunters 
and farmers used between 4,000 and 12,000 kilo calories. 
These societies are classified as low-energy cultures. In 
contrast, early industrial societies using fossil fuels almost 
tripled their consumption of energy to 70,000 kilocalo-
ries. During the later phases of industrialization, energy 
consumption quadrupled in high-energy cultures such as 
the United States. Energy use and expenditures have risen 
dramatically in all industrial societies (see Figure 12.1).

In the low-energy preindustrial societies, human and 
animal labor were the chief sources of energy, supple-
mented by firewood, wind, and sometimes waterpower. 
In contrast, in high-energy societies, fossil fuels such as 
coal, natural gas, and petroleum became the primary en-
ergy sources. During the early phases of the Industrial 
Revolution, societies in Europe and America relied upon 
fossil fuels found in their own territories, but they even-
tually began to exploit resources from other regions. 

Figure 12.1 Energy consumption among the various types of societies. Note the 
dramatic increase in consumption in the modern industrial societies. 
Source: Adapted from Earl Cook, “The Flow of Energy in an Industrial Society,”  Scientifi c American
224(3) (1971). 
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In later chapters, we examine the consequences of these 
patterns of high-energy use on the different environ-
ments of the world. 

Demographic Change 
One major consequence of the early phases of the 
Industrial Revolution was a dramatic increase in popu-
lation. The primary reasons for this were technological 
developments in agriculture and transportation that en-
abled farmers to grow more food and transport it to ar-
eas with food scarcities. In addition, scientific advances 
led to the control of some infectious diseases, such as 
the bubonic plague, diphtheria, typhus, and cholera, 
which had kept death rates high in preindustrial societ-
ies. As death rates declined, birth rates remained high. 
The combination of lower death rates and high birth 
rates produced major population increases of about 3 
percent annually. 

During this early stage of industrialism, Europe’s 
population grew from about 140 million in 1750 to 
463 million in 1914 (Staviranos 1998). 

The Demographic Transition 
During later phases of industrialization (especially since 
the 1960s), population growth began to decline in societ-
ies like England, countries in Western Europe, the United 
States, and Japan. Demographers refer to this change as 
the demographic transition, in which birth rates and 
death rates decline. In contrast to people in preindus-
trial societies, in which high birth rates were perceived 

as beneficial, many people in industrial societies no longer 
see large families as a benefit. One reason for this view is 
the higher costs of rearing children in industrial societies. In 
addition, social factors such as changing gender relations—
the entry of more women into the work force and the re-
duction in family size—have contributed to lower fertility 
rates. (These social factors are discussed later in this chap-
ter.) Increased knowledge of family planning and con-
traceptives helped people to control family size. Even in 
Roman Catholic countries that discourage family planning 
and birth control, individuals are controlling the size of 
their families. For example, the Roman Catholic country of 
Italy has one of the lowest fertility rates in the world. 

Urbanization
Population increases, coupled with the movement of 
workers from farms to factories, resulted in the unprec-
edented growth of urban centers (see Table  12.1). During 
the nineteenth century, the populations of cities such as 
London, Paris, and Chicago soared into the millions. By 
1930, one-fifth of all humanity, or approximately 415 mil-
lion people, lived in urban areas (Mumford 1961; Stavri-
anos 1998). One of the primary factors causing rapid 
urban growth was the increasing need for labor in the 
machine-based factory system. Factory towns like Man-
chester, England, grew into large industrial centers con-
nected to financial and communications districts. 

Technology and Economic 
Change
Industrialization was fueled by a series of technological 
innovations that occurred after the middle of the eigh-
teenth century. The major change was a movement from 
human and animal labor to mechanical, or machine, la-
bor. More recently, through science, engineering, and 
commerce, technological innovations ranging from auto-
mobiles to electronics to computers have continued to 
transform industrial societies. These technologies have 
not only made communication and transportation more 
efficient, but have also contributed to a vast interna-
tional global economic network in which all societies can 

Table 12.1   Population in Selected Industrial 
Cities

City
2007 (in 

thousands)
2015 (projected 

density in thousands) 

Tokyo 35,676 36,371

New York 19,040 19,974

Los Angeles 12,500 13,160

Source: Reprinted from  The World Almanac and Book of Facts 2010. Copyright 
© 2010 Infobase Publishing. All rights reserved. 

Italy has one of the lowest fertility rates in the world. 
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interact. Through the Internet, the World Wide Web, 
e-mail, facsimile machines, telephones, television, and 
satellite transmissions, societies are increasingly linked to 
a global economy. 

Technology and Work 
The technological revolution transformed basic work con-
ditions. The factory system imposed a new work pace and 
led to a new form of discipline for laborers. Factory 
and mine workers were organized around the machine’s 
schedule, and work became increasingly time oriented. 
Most work in the early factories was highly routinized 
and repetitious. 

Preindustrial workers had some control over the 
quantity and quality of their products and the pace of 
their labor, but early industrial workers had little control 
over these matters. Karl Marx, a major critic of industrial 
capitalism, saw that industrial workers were estranged 
and alienated by their work conditions and that they 
viewed their labor as meaningless and beyond their 
control.

The Division of Labor 
The division of labor in industrial economies is much 
more complex than it is in preindustrial economies. In-
dustrial economies have three identifiable sectors, which 
correspond to the division of labor. The  primary sector
represents the part of the industrial economy devoted to 
the extraction of raw materials and energy; it includes 
agriculture, lumber, fishing, and mining. The  secondary
sector includes the factories that take the raw materials 
and process them for consumption. The  tertiary sector,
sometimes referred to as the service sector, includes the 

financial and banking industries and other industries, 
such as automobile repair, communications, health care, 
computer services, government, and education. 

In the first phases of industrialization, most of the 
labor force was engaged in the primary sector, extracting 
raw materials for industrial production. Further mechani-
zation of industry led to an increase of the labor force in 
the secondary, or manufacturing, sector. These workers 
are the manual, or “blue-collar,” workers in the second-
ary sector. Finally, in the advanced phases of industrial-
ization, an increasing percentage of the labor force has 
become located in the tertiary sector, or various service 
industries.

Currently, in the most advanced industrial societies—
such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Japan, 
Germany, Canada, and Australia—the  tertiary sector is 
the largest and most rapidly expanding component of 
the economy. Some sociologists refer to these societies 
as postindustrial societies because more people are em-
ployed in service and high-technology occupations than 
in manufacturing. Information is the key component of a 
postindustrial economy because people must acquire a 
great deal of technical knowledge to function effectively 
and educational requirements for many jobs have in-
creased substantially. Sometimes postindustrial societies 
are referred to as postfordism, the type of society that was 
manufacturing-based like Henry Ford’s auto company 
in the early twentieth century in the United States. To meet 
the demands of a postindustrial economy, an increasing 
percentage of the population attends college (and gradu-
ate and professional schools), and computer skills have 
been integrated into the educational curriculum. With 
their capacity to process and manipulate vast amounts 
of data, computers have become essential in these 

Large urban areas such as 
New York City develop in industrial 
societies.
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societies. Anthropologists are doing extensive ethnographic 
research on the development of this postindustrial so-
ciety in numerous locations (McCreery 2000; McCreery 
and McCreery 2006; Denoon et al. 2001; Lewellen 2002; 
Harvey 1990). 

Economic Exchange 
Like other types of societies, industrial states engage in 
reciprocal and redistributional economic exchanges. Re-
ciprocal exchanges, such as Christmas gifts and gifts of 
funds for college tuition, frequently occur within the fam-
ily. The graduated income tax in U.S. society represents 
one form of redistributional exchange in which income 
is collected from some people and flows back to soci-
ety. Taxes also represent a form of tributary economic 
exchange, which is characteristic of agricultural states. 

Market Economies In addition to these activities, 
industrial states developed a new pattern of exchange 
based on a market economy. A market economy is a 
pattern of economic exchange based upon the value of 
goods and services determined by the supply and de-
mand of items such as commodities, land, and also labor. 
The evolution of the market economy, linked with indus-
trial technological developments, radically changed the 
way goods and services are produced and exchanged in 
industrial societies. Goods and services are assigned mon-
etary value and are bought and sold with general-purpose 
money. The prices of these goods and services depend 
upon the supply and demand of the goods and services 
on the world market. 

Moreover, in the market economy, the basic factors 
of production—land, labor, and capital—are assigned 
monetary prices and are bought and sold freely in the 
marketplace. Thus, market forces, rather than kinship or 

prominent leaders, determine the general process of eco-
nomic exchange. 

In agricultural societies, goods and services were 
bought and sold in regional or local markets. These mar-
kets, however, were not based on market exchange; in-
stead, buyers and sellers met and haggled over the price 
of goods. This is a type of nonmarket price determina-
tion. In contrast, in industrial societies, buyers and sellers 
do not have to meet face to face. Buyers can compare 
prices from different sellers, and the prices themselves 
are established according to supply and demand. Imper-
sonality and lack of haggling between buyer and seller 
are the general patterns in market exchanges.  

Perspectives on Market Economies 
Market forces based on the supply and demand of land, 
labor, and capital began to drive economic production, 
exchange, and consumption in industrial societies. The 
market process, which determined the prices of these 
factors of production, exerted tremendous influence over 
all aspects of these industrializing societies. The new 
economic forces and processes were described by the 
“father of modern economics,” Adam Smith. In his book, 
An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 
Nations (1776), Smith argued that both buyers and sellers 
would reap rewards from market exchange and competi-
tion because prices would be lower for consumers and 
profits higher for sellers. The result would be increased 
prosperity for all segments of society. Smith viewed the 
market economy as a mechanism for promoting progress. 

In contrast, one hundred years later, Karl Marx 
offered a gloomier picture of industrial societies. Marx fo-
cused on how the market economy determined the price 
and organization of human labor, bringing about mis-
ery for millions of people. Marx believed that industrial 

The New York Stock Exchange 
represents the peak development 
of a market-driven economy. 
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capitalist societies must be transformed to a new form of 
socialist society in which the factors of production would 
not be driven by the market, but would be controlled by 
the state to ensure an even division of profits among all 
classes.

Eventually, both capitalist and socialist forms of in-
dustrial societies developed in different regions of the 
world. To highlight some of the variations among indus-
trial societies, we next examine the development of capi-
talism and socialism in some of these regions. 

Capitalism As is evident from the previous discus-
sion, the Industrial Revolution was intricately connected 
with the emergence of capitalism in Western societies. 
Capitalism is an economic system in which natural re-
sources, as well as the means of producing and distribut-
ing goods and services, are privately owned. Capitalist 
societies share three basic ideals: First, the factors of pro-
duction are privately owned, and an emphasis on private 
property has become the standard incorporated into all 
economic, legal, and political documents of capitalist so-
cieties; second, companies are free to maximize profits 
and accumulate as much capital as they can; and third, 
free competition and consumer sovereignty are basic to 
all economic activities. Ideally, people are free to buy 
and sell at whatever prices they can to satisfy their own 
interests. Also, government regulation of economic affairs 
is usually discouraged. 

Capitalism in the United States Capitalism 
spread into North America after England and other Euro-
pean countries established colonies. The English incorpo-
rated major portions of North America as a colony during 
the mercantile period. But eventually the Americans, whose
ancestors had originally been colonists, began to con-
trol their own economic and political destinies, which 
led to the American Revolution of the late eighteenth 
century. Following independence, capitalist economic 
development and industrialization proceeded rapidly in 
the United States. Bountiful natural resources provided 
the raw materials for factory production, and millions 
of immigrants arrived from Europe, providing a source 
of cheap labor for factories. The U.S. economy grew 
quickly, and by 1894, the nation had the world’s fastest-
growing economy. 

Despite the ideals of pure capitalism, which discour-
aged government regulation of the economy, the U.S. 
government actively encouraged industrial economic 
expansion through state subsidies, protective tariffs, and 
other policies. For example, the government promoted 
the development of a nationwide railroad system by pro-
viding large financial incentives, rights to land, and sub-
sidies to individual capitalists. In addition, through the 
Homestead Act of 1862, free land was given to people 
who wanted to settle frontier regions. 

By the late nineteenth century, rapid economic ex-
pansion had produced a new moneyed class that held 

a great proportion of assets. A relatively small number 
of people controlled a large number of industries and 
other commercial enterprises in the areas of finance 
and capital. The wealthiest 1 percent of the population 
owned about one-third of all capital assets (wealth in 
land or other private property). Economic expansion also 
spurred the growth of a large middle class, which exerted 
a powerful influence on both the economic and the po-
litical structure of U.S. society. 

Capitalism in Japan As we discussed in the last 
chapter, Japan was an agricultural feudal society from 
the period of the first shogunate in the twelfth century 
until about 1870, after which it rapidly industrialized. 
Following a period of historical isolation from the West 
during the Tokugawa period (1600–1870), Japan was 
forced to open its doors to outside powers such as the 
United States. The Japanese recognized the technologi-
cal advancements of the Western world, and to avoid 
being colonized like other Asian countries, they rapidly 
modified their society to accommodate industrial capital-
ism. But the socioeconomic and political conditions that 
made possible rapid capitalist development existed be-
fore Japan’s intensive contact with the West. 

For example, during the Tokugawa period, inter-
nal trade and entrepreneurial developments flourished 
in highly developed urban centers such as Tokyo and 
Kyoto. Moreover, Japan had a highly educated class of 
samurai, who were in a position to bring about inno-
vations in society (Befu 1971; McCreery and McCreery 
2006).

Following the opening of Japan to the West, the Jap-
anese abandoned the feudal system and centralized their 
government under the Meiji emperor. With help from 
Western advisors (1868–1912), the Meiji government in-
troduced a mandatory education system and modern mil-
itary technology. The government also took concrete steps 
to help introduce capitalism (Geertz 1963b; McCreery and 
McCreery 2006). It taxed the peasants to raise money for 
industrialization and subsidized certain entrepreneurial 
families, the  zaibatsu, who gained control of the major 
industrial technologies. Families such as the Mitsubishi 
family were encouraged to invest in needed industries 
to compete with Western interests. Thus, the government 
developed key industries in Japan by cooperating with 
private interests and families. 

Socialism A different type of economic system devel-
oped in some industrial societies as a historical response 
to capitalism. Socialism is an economic system in which 
the state, ideally as the representative of the people, 
owns the basic means of production. Although individ-
uals may own some consumer goods such as housing 
and automobiles, they are not allowed to own stock in 
corporations or wealth-generating property related to 
the production of capital goods. Socialism evolved as a 
response to the considerable economic inequalities that 
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existed in capitalist societies. To create more economic 
equality and less exploitation of working people, socialist 
philosophers promoted ideals that contrasted with those 
of capitalism. According to socialist ideals, meeting the 
population’s basic needs takes precedence over the en-
richment of a small number of people. 

Socialism in the Soviet Union In contrast to 
Marx’s predictions that socialist revolutions would oc-
cur in industrial societies, socialism initially developed in 
Russia, which was primarily agricultural and feudal. From 
about 1000 A.D., the basic form of land tenure in Russia 
was based on the mir, or peasant commune, which was 
linked to feudal estates to which the serfs or peasants pro-
vided labor (Dunn and Dunn 1988). During the nineteenth 
century, feudalism was abolished, and the serfs were freed 
from the estates. The Russian economy, however, re-
mained largely dependent on wheat exports and Western 
capital (Chirot 1986; Gellner 1988; Ensminger 2002). 

As in Japan, the Russian elites realized that they had 
to industrialize quickly if they were to survive. The cen-
tral government subsidized industrialization by taxing the 
peasantry heavily and importing European industrial tech-
nology. As a result, Russia gradually began to industrialize. 
However, the new economic burdens on peasant society,
a military defeat by the Japanese in 1905, and the wide-
spread suffering produced by World War I severely weak-
ened the government of the emperor, or czar. The result 
was the Russian Revolution of 1917. 

Under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin, the new So-
viet state implemented a number of policies designed 
to create a more egalitarian society that would meet 
the basic needs of all the people. All wealth-generating 
property (the means of production) was placed under 
government control. The government collectivized ag-
riculture by taking land from landowners and distribut-
ing the peasant population on collective, state-controlled 

farms. State authorities systematically regulated all prices 
and wages. In addition, the government—through a cen-
tralized system of Five-Year Plans—initiated a policy of 
rapid industrialization to try to catch up with the West. 

Hybrid Economic Systems To some extent, nei-
ther capitalism nor socialism exists in pure form according 
to the ideals espoused by their leading theorists. Govern-
ment intervention in the economy exists in both types 
of economic systems. In some industrial societies such 
as Sweden, and to a lesser extent in Western European 
countries and England, a hybrid form of economic sys-
tem referred to as democratic socialism developed. In 
these societies, the key strategic industries that produce 
basic capital goods and services are government owned, 
as are certain heavy industries such as steel and coal and 
utilities such as telephone companies. At the same time, 
much of the economy and technology is privately owned, 
and production takes place for private profit. Some politi-
cians and citizens support this hybrid form of economy 
in the United States, whereas others resist it vehemently. 
On the other hand, some of the hybrid economic sys-
tems such as that of Sweden are beginning to move away 
from the mixed system and introduce more privatization 
to reduce economic, social, and medical costs for their 
governments. 

The Evolution of Economic 
Organizations 
As industrial economies developed in capitalist, social-
ist, and democratic-socialist societies, the major economic 
organizations increased in size and complexity. In capi-
talist societies, family businesses grew into corporations, 
which were established as legal entities to raise capital 
through the sale of stocks and bonds. Eventually, these 
corporations increased their economic holdings and were 
able to concentrate their ownership on the society’s ma-
jor technology and strategic commodities such as steel 
and oil. Through expansion and mergers, they came to 
dominate economic production and exchange. The re-
sult was oligopoly, in which a few giant corporations 
control production in major industries. For example, in 
the United States in the early 1900s, there were thirty-five 
domestic automobile companies, but by the 1950s, only 
three remained. This process of corporate expansion 
ushered in a phase of capitalism known as monopoly 
capitalism, a form of capitalism dominated by large cor-
porations that can reduce free competition through the 
concentration of capital. This concentration of capital en-
ables oligopolies to control prices and thereby, dominate 
the markets. 

In socialist societies such as the Soviet Union, in which 
private ownership of technology is prohibited, the govern-
ment controls and manages the major economic organi-
zations. The equivalent of the large capitalist corporation 
is the state-owned enterprise, which has some degree of 

Soviet factory workers in the 1930s were mobilized by the state to 
develop heavy industry. 
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financial autonomy, although government authorities estab-
lished production goals. The majority of state enterprises 
are still small or medium in size, but the enterprises of 
the Soviet state became more concentrated (Kerblay 1983; 
Ensminger 2002). These enterprises followed the produc-
tion aims established by the various ministries, which were 
ultimately controlled by Communist Party officials. 

Multinational Corporations In the capitalist, 
socialist, and hybrid economic systems, corporations 
increased in size to become large multinational corpo-
rations with enormous assets.  Multinational corpora-
tions are economic organizations that operate in many 
different regions of the world. Multinational corporations 
are based in their home countries, but own subsidiaries 
in many other countries. For example, American-based 
I.T.T., a multinational corporation with more than 400,000 
employees, has offices in sixty-eight different countries. 
Although approximately three hundred of the five hun-
dred largest multinational corporations are based in the 
United States, others, such as Unilever, Shell, and Mitsubi-
shi are based in England, Western Europe, and Japan, re-
spectively. The socialist societies of the Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe had large state-owned multinational cor-
porations that coordinated their activities through what 
was known as Comecon (a committee that coordinated 
multinational activities worldwide). 

The evolution of the multinational corporation has 
had tremendous consequences for the global economy. 
Anthropologist Alvin Wolfe proposed that multinational 
corporations are beginning to evolve into supranational 
organizations that are stronger than the nation-state 
(1977, 1986). In addition, various multinational corpora-
tions are interconnected in the world global economy 
(Chandler and Maizlish 2005). The top CEOs in the 
various multinational corporations sit on one another’s 
boards of directors. In addition, the multinational corpo-
rations are increasingly involved in joint ventures, consol-
idating their capital assets and technologies to produce 
goods and services throughout the world. We consider 
the effects of these multinational corporations in different 
societies in later chapters. 

Capitalist Consumer Societies 
Another major change in industrial capitalist societies 
and the development of multinational corporations is the 
extent of production and consumption of consumer goods 
(Wilk 1995). During the twentieth century, and especially 
after World War II, corporations in the United States and 
other capitalist countries began to engage in extensive 
marketing to create demand for a plethora of consumer 
goods, including automobiles, home appliances, televi-
sions, and other products. Corporations launched adver-
tising campaigns targeting children and young people 
as potential consumers for these products. Major invest-
ments in advertising and marketing campaigns to create 

demand for consumer goods were promoted through 
the media, especially television. Eventually, cartoons 
and amusement parks such as Disneyland became ve-
hicles for promoting toy products and other goods for 
young people. Television and media advertising, along 
with easy credit, created enormous demand for various 
consumer goods in these capitalist societies. These pat-
terns of consumption have resulted in extensive global 
ecological, economic, and cultural changes. We discuss 
some of the global consequences of capitalist consumer 
societies in Chapter 17, on contemporary global changes. 

Social Structure 
The impact of industrialization on kinship, family, gen-
der, aging, and social status has been just as dramatic 
as its impact on demography, technology, and economic 
conditions.

Kinship
Kinship is less important in industrialized states than in 
preindustrial societies. New structures and organizations 
perform many of the functions associated with kinship 
in preindustrial societies. For example, occupational and 
economic factors in most cases replace kinship as the pri-
mary basis of social status; a person no longer has to 
be part of an aristocratic or elite family to have access 
to wealth and political power. Generally, as states indus-
trialized, newly emerging middle-class families began to 
experience upward economic and social mobility, and 
economic performance, merit, and personal achieve-
ment, rather than ascribed kinship relationships or birth-
right, became the primary basis of social status. 

Of course, kinship and family background still have a 
definite influence on social mobility. Families with wealth, 
political power, and high social status can ensure that 
their children will have the best education. And nepotism,
favoritism for their own kin in small-scale businesses and 
other enterprises, including the political system in industrial 
and postindustrial societies, still plays an important role. For 
example, members of the Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Bush 
families retain their roles in politics and positions of author-
ity in U.S. society. These families provide their offspring 
with professional role models and values that emphasize 
success. They also maintain economic and political con-
nections that enhance their offspring’s future opportunities. 
Hence, their children have a head start over children from 
lower socioeconomic categories. But kinship alone is not 
the fundamental determinant of social status and rank that 
it had been in most preindustrial societies. 

Family
In Chapter 7, we discussed the various functions of the 
family: socializing children, regulating sexual behav-
ior, and providing emotional and economic security. In 
industrial societies, some of these functions have been 
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transformed in important ways, as seen in the diminishing 
importance of the extended family and the emergence of 
the smaller nuclear family. Some basic functions, such as 
reproduction and the primary care and socialization of 
children, are still performed in the nuclear family. 

The family’s economic role has changed dramati-
cally. In industrial societies, the family is no longer an 
economic unit linked to production. The prevalence of 
wage labor in industrial societies has been one of the 
principal factors leading to the breakdown of the ex-
tended family and the emergence of the nuclear family 
(Wolf 1966; Goody 1976). The extended family in peasant 
societies worked on the land as a cooperative economic 
unit. When employers began to hire individual workers 
for labor in mines, factories, and other industries, the ex-
tended family as a corporate unit no longer had any eco-
nomically productive function. 

Another factor leading to the diminishing importance 
of the extended family has been the high rate of geo-
graphical mobility induced by industrialization. Because 
much of the labor drawn into factories and mines initially 
came from rural areas, workers had to leave their families 
and establish their own nuclear families in the cities. Land 
tenure based on the extended family was no longer the 
driving force it had been in preindustrial societies. In ad-
dition, as manufacturing and service industries expanded, 
they frequently moved or opened new offices, requiring 

workers to relocate. Thus, the economic requirements of 
industrializing societies have had the effect of dissolving 
the extended family ties that had been so critical in pre-
industrial societies.

Historians, sociologists, and anthropologists have stud-
ied the disintegration of the extended family in industrial 
England, Europe, and North America for decades (e.g., 
Goode 1963, 1976, 1982, L. Stone 2010). Although the 
large, extended patrilineal group families gradually broke 
down during the medieval period in Europe, a pattern of 
smaller kin-group families and bilateral descent (tracing de-
scent through both sides of the family) emerged throughout 
Europe. Although a similar process occurred in Russia and 
Japan, to some extent it was delayed in those countries. 
For example, in Russia, the nuclear family began to replace 
the extended family following the emancipation of the 
serfs (Kerblay 1983). Yet, anthropologists have noted that 
the nuclear family is not the ideal norm in Russian society. 
Surveys indicate that the Russians do not consider it proper 
for older parents to live alone and that many consider the 
grandfather to be the head of the family. These ideal norms 
reflect the older traditions of the extended peasant family 
in Russia (Dunn and Dunn 1988). 

In Japanese society, the traditional family was based 
upon the ie (pronounced like the slang term “yeah” in 
American English). The ie is a patrilineal extended fam-
ily that had kinship networks based upon blood rela-
tions, marriage, and adoption (Befu 1971; Shimizu 1987; 
McCreery and McCreery 2006). The ie managed its land 
and property assets as a corporate group and was linked 
into a hierarchy of other branch ie families, forming a 
dozoku. The dozoku maintained functions similar to 
those of the peasant families of other agricultural societ-
ies. With industrialization and now postindustrialization 
in Japan, the rurally based ie and  dozoku began to de-
cline, and urban nuclear families called the kazoku be-
gan to develop (Befu 1971; Kerbo and McKinstry 1998; 
McCreery and McCreery 2006). The shift from the ie and 
dozuku to the  kazoku has been very sudden and recent, 
and many older people in Japan have not really adjusted 
to this change. 

Despite the general tendency toward the breakup 
of the extended family in industrialized societies, spe-
cific groups in these societies may still retain extended 
family ties. For example, extended, peasant-type fami-
lies exist in rural regions such as Uzbekistan, Azerbai-
jan, and Georgia, which were formerly part of the Soviet 
Union (Kerblay 1983). Similar tendencies can be found 
in rural British, European, and Japanese societies. Even 
in the  urban areas of nations such as the United States 
and Great Britain, some ethnic groups maintain extended 
family ties. In the United States, some African Americans, 
Latinos, Arab Americans, and Asian Americans enjoy the 
loyalty and support of extended family ties, enhancing 
their economic and social organization within the larger 
society (Stack 1975; Macionis 2004b; S. L. Brown 2011; 
Bigler 2011; Benson 2011). 

During the early phases of industrialization, rural women, includ-
ing these women who worked in the Lowell textile mill, often had 
to leave their rural extended families and, when married, formed 
nuclear families residing in urban areas. 
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Marriage

One of the major changes in marriage in industrialized 
societies is that it has become much more individualized; 
that is, the establishment of the union has come to involve 
personal considerations more than family arrangements. 
This individualistic form of marriage is usually based on 
romantic love, which entails a blend of emotional attach-
ment and physical and strong sexual attraction. Some 
anthropologists have hypothesized that erotic attraction 
and romantic love existed in preindustrial societies and 
were universal (Fisher 1992; Jankowiak and Fischer 1992; 
Jankowiak 1995). There are many ethnographic descrip-
tions of couples falling in love in both prestate and ag-
ricultural state societies. The classical literature of China, 
Arabia, India, Greece, and Rome, as well as various reli-
gious texts such as the Bible, is filled with stories about 
romantic love, as are the stories of preindustrial societies 
such as those of the Ojibway Indians of North America 
and the San hunting-gathering society discussed in 
Chapter 8. However, these anthropologists find that 
romantic love sometimes leads to marriage, but often re-
sults in premarital, extramarital sexual relationships, or 
resistance to an arranged marriage. Shakespeare’s play 
Romeo and Juliet underscores the conflict between ro-
mantic love and the familistic and practical considerations 
of marriage in Western Europe during the Renaissance. 
However,  anthropologist Charles Lindholm, who has 
done extensive cross-cultural research on this topic, sug-
gests that even though romantic love may have existed 
in many known cultures, it did n t in many others, and 
that the correlation between romantic love and the re-
production of children is very weak. Lindholm asserts 
that societies that arrange marriages for economic and 
political benefit tend to have far higher birth rates than 
those that do not (2001). Lindholm traces the existence 
of the courtly ideals and poetic expressions of romantic 
love to the Islamic world in the medieval period, where it 
eventually percolated into Renaissance European culture 
(2001).

Yet, both of these anthropological models of roman-
tic love, the universal and the particularistic form, con-
cur that the ideals of romantic love did become more 
widespread in Europe, resulting in the diffusion of this 
form of marriage throughout Western culture. The ideals 
found within the biblical tradition of Jewish nomos and 
expressed later in the Christian concept of agape and its 
devaluation of sexuality had some cultural effects on the 
concept of romantic love in marriage (Lindholm 1995; de 
Munck 1998). Eventually, the Roman Catholic Church in 
1439 A.D. defined marriage as based upon the choice of 
the individuals and decreed that is was a seventh sacra-
ment that was spiritually based (L. Stone 2010). 

Of course, many people within the upper classes 
persisted in arranged marriages (as described in the nov-
els of the British author Jane Austen). The royal fami-
lies of Europe arranged the marriages of their children 

for political alliances, as well as for economic consoli-
dation of property rights. Cousin marriage, as described 
in previous chapters for many earlier forms of society, 
was maintained in the European upper classes. Many 
nineteenth-century Victorians such as Charles Darwin, 
the famous, wealthy banking Rothchild family of Europe, 
and many other families of the upper classes married 
their cousins on a regular basis, just as the people of the 
Old Testament and the early Christian and Roman era did 
in earlier agricultural societies. As mentioned earlier in 
the textbook, this “inbreeding” does not necessarily lead 
to harmful genetic results (Conniff 2003). (And as we 
will see in later chapters, cousin marriage is still a major 
way in which marriage is arranged in many non-Western 
societies throughout the world.) However, the cultural tra-
dition of free marital choice based upon romantic love, 
especially among the upwardly mobile middle and lower-
middle classes in Europe following the Renaissance and 
the Industrial Revolution, began to spread throughout the 
region of Europe and into Western culture. It exists to-
day in the United States and other regions of the world 
influenced by Western culture and Christianity. As many 
sociologists, anthropologists, and historians of Europe 
suggest, industrialization and modernization proceeded 
to break down agricultural-structured property arrange-
ments and extended family and kinship relationships, 
families became smaller, and geographical mobility 
increased. This tended to foster more individualism, per-
sonal autonomy, choice, new forms of self-cultivation, 
and romantic love in European societies (Giddens 1992; 
L. Stone 2010). 

Prior to the industrialization of Europe years ago, 
however, many families still persisted in trying to have 
their children married within the same class, ethnic, and 
religious categories, and children were often married 
through the intervention of parents, who arranged their 
relationships. Romantic love may have existed in prein-
dustrial societies (and in many cases, it was the basis for 
extramarital relationships), but it did not usually become 
the primary basis of marriage until after the Industrial 
Revolution. As cultural values became more individu-
alistic, along with the rise of new groups of middle-
class families, many couples began to choose their own 
spouses. As the extended family declined in significance, 
important decisions such as selection of a marriage part-
ner increasingly were made by individuals, rather than by 
families.

Although individuals select their own marriage part-
ners in most industrialized societies, the parents within 
these societies often attempt to enhance marital choices 
in certain categories. For example, parents of the up-
per and upper-middle classes often choose certain col-
leges and universities for their children so that they will 
meet suitable marriage partners. Many parents sponsor 
social activities for their children to meet potential mar-
riage partners of their own socioeconomic, ethnic, and 
religious affiliations. In some areas, such as the southern 
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United States and Quebec, cousin marriage was still 
practiced until recently to promote the consolidation of 
property rights and transmit wealth within the families. 
Nineteen U.S. states permit first-cousin marriage (Conniff 
2003; Molloy 1990). 

Thus, to some extent, even in industrialized societies, 
individual choice of marriage partners is circumscribed 
by parental guidance and other cultural norms. How-
ever, many people in an industrialized society such as the 
United States find that because of the breakdown in fam-
ily and community ties, individuals find it more difficult 
to meet prospective spouses. Many individuals are from 
homes where their parents have been divorced at least 
once, and consequently this reduces the possibility of 
meeting someone through their family. For that reason, 
there has been an increase in dating and matchmaking 
services and computer dating services in postindustrial-
ized societies such as the United States. Thousands of 
these dating and matchmaking services, along with Inter-
net websites aimed at helping singles find a spouse, have 
developed within the past decade. 

One exception needs to be noted with respect to 
the relationships between industrialization and commer-
cialization and individualized decision making in the 
selection of marriage partners. The exception is Japa-
nese marital practices. Courtly love, closely resembling 
romantic love, was discussed in classical literature such 
as Lady Murasaki’s Tale of Genji in the Japanese court 
of the tenth century. In Japanese society, the most 
typical, traditional form of marriage was arranged 
through a go-between, a  nakoda, who set up a meet-
ing for a man and woman to get to know each other 
(Hendry 1987). The nakoda would establish an alli-
ance between two extended households. This pattern 
is known as the samurai form of marriage because the 
warrior-scholars practiced it during the Tokugawa period. 

With industrialization in Japanese society, romantic 
love has had an effect on the selection of marriage part-
ners, and currently many Japanese individuals choose 
their own mates. But anthropologist Joy Hendry (1987) 
notes that “love marriages” are still suspect and go against 
the serious practical concerns of marital ties and the tra-
ditional obligations felt by people toward their parents. 
In many cases, nakoda are still used to arrange marriages 
in this highly modern society. Currently, there is a cul-
tural struggle between generations of the young versus 
the old over what type of marriage and family relationships 
ought to be maintained in Japanese society (McCreery and 
McCreery 2006). 

Approximately one-third of the marriages in Japan 
are arranged marriages. A man and woman of mar-
riageable age are brought together in a formal meeting 
called an omiai, arranged by the nakoda. “Love mar-
riages” based on romantic love, called  renai kekkon,
may occur, but in most cases, parents still have veto 
power over their children’s marital partners (Kerbo and 
McKinstry 1998). Marriage in Japan is still very much 

a family consideration, rather than just an individual’s 
own choice or decision. Yet. some members of the 
younger generation in Japan are beginning to opt for 
“romantic love” and personal choice for their marital 
partners. And one of the signs of this new trend in mar-
riage is that these young Japanese, especially among 
the middle and upper classes, will have a “Christian-
style” wedding, rather than a typical Japanese wedding 
ceremony, with some of them going to Hawaii for their 
ceremonies. 

Divorce All but a few industrialized societies have 
legalized divorce, and obtaining a divorce has become 
easier. In general, little social stigma is associated with 
divorce in industrialized societies (Quale 1988). Divorce 
rates tend to be higher in industrial societies than in 
preindustrial societies. Although historians and anthro-
pologists find that marriages were very unstable even in 
medieval Europe, most marriages dissolved because of 
high death rates (L. Stone 2010). Beginning in the fourth 
century, the Roman Catholic Church in Europe banned 
divorce. Anthropologists such as Jack Goody attribute 
these changes in divorce and marriage to the Church’s 
opposition to the breakup of property of the heirs that 
might have been appropriated by the Church (1976). 

Among the many factors that contribute to high di-
vorce rates in industrialized societies is the dissatisfaction 
that some people experience in their marital relation-
ships. People who enter a marital bond with the ideals 
and expectations of romantic love may experience a con-
flict between those ideals and the actualities of marital life. 
Women who are more financially independent in industri-
alized societies are much less likely to remain in a bad 
marriage. In preindustrial societies, in which marriages 
were actually alliances between corporate kin groups, 
individuals typically did not have the freedom to dis-
solve the marital bond. As individualistic decision making 
increased with the emergence of industrialization, how-
ever, partners in an unsatisfying relationship were more 
willing to consider divorce. 

Divorce rates of most Western industrialized societies 
have ballooned during the last century. For example, the 
U.S. rate increased tenfold over the past century (Macionis 
2008). The same pattern is evident in Russia, where tra-
ditional taboos regarding divorce have been replaced by 
more tolerant attitudes (Kerblay 1983). 

In Japan, however, the divorce rate did decrease 
after industrialization (Befu 1971). In contrast to most 
agricultural societies, Japan had a fairly high divorce rate 
prior to the Meiji period. This was not due to conflicts 
between husband and wife; instead, divorce resulted 
when elders in the husband’s family rejected a young 
bride because she did not conform easily enough to 
family norms, because she did not bring enough of a 
dowry, or for other reasons. The traditional postmarital 
rule of residence was patrilocal, with the wife moving 
in with the husband’s father’s household (Goode 1982). 
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With industrialization and the breakdown of these tradi-
tional patterns, the divorce rate began to fall. More re-
cently, however, the divorce rate has begun to increase 
in Japan, as industrialization creates the tensions experi-
enced in all industrial societies. Yet, the divorce rate in 
Japan is still only one-fifth of that of the United States 
(Kerbo and McKinstry 1998; Hendry 2003). To some ex-
tent, the traditional norms and expectations regarding the 
female gender role in Japanese society have undoubtedly 
had an influence on this lower divorce rate. Tradition-
ally, the Japanese woman is not supposed to threaten the 
primacy of the husband’s role as head of the family. She 
is supposed to dedicate herself to her husband and chil-
dren. Work outside of the home should be undertaken 
only to boost family income when it is necessary, and 
upon having children, the Japanese woman is expected 
to be a full-time homemaker (Kerbo and McKinstry 
1998). Consequently, many fewer Japanese women have 
the financial capability to sustain themselves outside of 
a marriage. Currently, this issue of gender and individ-
ual choice is being contested by many young people in 
Japan (McCreery 2007; McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Gender
Industrialization has had a profound impact upon gender 
relationships, particularly in England, Europe, and North 
America. The transition from an agricultural economy to 
an industrial wage economy drew many women from the 
domestic realm into the workplace. In general, women 
have thus become more economically self-sufficient and 
less dependent on men for support. 

Gender and the Division of Labor Although 
women in Western industrial societies have entered the 
work force in considerable numbers in the last several 
decades, most women work in a small number of occu-
pations within the service economy, especially in under-
paid clerical positions. In addition, women in industrial 
societies perform the majority of domestic tasks, such as 
household chores and child care, which are still considered 
by many the primary responsibility 
of women. Male occupations and 
the husband’s income are usually 
considered the primary source of 
family income. Consequently, women 
in these societies have a dual bur-
den of combining their domestic role 
with employment outside the home 
(Bernard 1981, 1987; Bannister 
1991). A similar pattern is seen 
in Japanese society (McCreery 
and McCreery 2006). 

The gender wage gap highlighting the difference be-
tween women and men in U.S. society has been studied 
thoroughly by sociologists at the Institute for Women’s 
Policy Research. In 2009, women received 80.2 percent 
of the wages that men received in the same occupations. 
Females earned a median wage of $657 a week while 
males earned $819 a week. There was more wage dis-
parity for both African American and Hispanic women 
compared with white males. In 2009, African American 
women earned 68.9 percent for every dollar earned by 
white males, while Hispanic women earned only 60.2 
cents for every dollar earned by white males (Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research 2010). 

Female Status in Industrial Societies To some 
degree, industrialization undermined the traditional form of 
patriarchy. In most preindustrial societies, males held con-
siderable authority and control over females. This authority 
diminished in industrial societies as women gained more in-
dependence and gender relations became more egalitarian. 
As we have seen, however, women are still restricted in the 
workplace and have a dual burden of outside work and 
domestic chores. This indicates that the cultural legacy of 
patriarchy still persists in most industrial societies. 

As their economic role has changed, women have at-
tempted to gain equal economic and political rights. The 
call for gender equality began with women from upper- 
and middle-class families. Unlike working-class women, 
these early women’s rights advocates were financially 
secure and had much leisure time to devote to politi-
cal activism. They eventually secured the right to vote in 
the United States and in other industrialized nations. In 
addition, with increasing educational levels and economic 
opportunities, more women entered the work force. 
For example, by the middle of the twentieth century, 

Women are joining the work force 
in industrial societies in increasing 
numbers.



Chapter 12 �  Industrial States 251

nearly 40 percent of all adult females in the United States 
were in the work force; by 1999 that number was almost 
60 percent, as illustrated in Figure 12.2.

Feminism During the 1960s, a combination of eco-
nomic and social forces fueled the feminist movement 
in many industrialized societies. During the 1950s, 
many U.S. women began to question their roles as 
solitary homemakers, especially after they participated 
heavily within the work force during the World War II 
years. They were not happy with their domestic roles 
as housewives serving their husbands, on whom they 
were dependent economically, and they wanted more 
direct participation in the outside world.  Feminism is 
the belief that women are equal to men and should have 
equal rights and opportunities. The contemporary femi-
nist movement has helped many women discover that 
they have been denied equal rights and dignity. This 
movement has a much broader base of support than 
the early women’s rights movement. Among its support-
ers are career women, high school and college students, 
homemakers, senior citizens, and even many men. 

Feminists have secured some concrete gains and 
helped change certain attitudes in the United States. For ex-
ample, in a landmark legal decision in 1972, the American 
Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T), the world’s 
largest employer of women, was forced to pay $23 mil-
lion in immediate pay increases and $15 million in back 
pay to employees who had suffered sex discrimination. 
In addition, women have been admitted to many for-
merly all-male institutions such as the U.S. Military Acad-
emy at West Point (Macionis 2008). 

Despite these gains, many female workers continue 
to be segregated into low-paying service occupations. To 
resolve this and other problems, the feminist movement 
supported the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the U.S. 
Constitution to prohibit discrimination because of gender. 
Although the ERA was supported by almost three-fourths 
of American adults and passed by Congress in 1972, it 
failed to win ratification by the states. Apparently, the 

idea of full equality and equivalent pay for equivalent 
work has not received the full endorsement of U.S. soci-
ety. Even in an advanced industrial society, the cultural 
legacy of patriarchy remains a persistent force. 

In Japan, the cultural legacy of patriarchy has re-
tained its grip on the role of women. In newly industrial-
izing Japan, the Meiji Civil Code, promulgated in 1898, 
granted very few rights to women (McCreery and McCre-
ery 2006). Article 5 in the Police Security Regulations of 
1900 explicitly forbade women from joining political or-
ganizations or even attending meetings at which political 
speeches were given. These laws would remain in force 
until after World War II. 

After the U.S. occupation of Japan following World 
War II, women’s suffrage was approved. Article 14 of the 
Japanese Constitution proclaimed in 1946, bans discrimi-
nation on the basis of race, creed, sex, social status, or 
family origin. Article 24 explicitly requires the consent of 
both parties to marriage. The revised Civil Code issued in 
1947 abolishes the traditional ie corporate family system. 
The next major change in Japanese women’s legal status 
came in 1985, with the passage of the Equal Opportunities 
Employment Law. But legal status and social acceptance 
are two different things, especially when laws like this one
contain no penalties for violation. 

However, during the 1970s, wives and mothers who 
moved to the suburbs were the daughters of women ac-
customed to being stay-at-home wives. Just as in the United 
States and Europe, more and more Japanese women were 
entering the work force. As elsewhere in the industrial world, 
the cost of educating the children was rising. Some women 
always had to work, simply to make ends meet. Now more 
looked for work to keep up with the neighbors or to be sure 
that their families could afford the new consumer goods 
that everyone wanted. Many young women typically took 
jobs that lasted only until they married. Then, returning 
to the labor force after their children started school, they 
could find only low-paying, part-time work. They could 
supplement their household’s income, but rarely earned 
enough to be financially independent. 

Figure 12.2 U.S. Energy consumption by energy resource: 1635–2000. 
Source: http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/aer/eh/intro.html. 
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Japanese women were, however, becoming more 
highly educated. In 1955, only 5 percent of women re-
ceived postsecondary education, and more than half of 
those went only to junior college. However, as of 2002, 
48.5 percent of Japanese women received some form 
of postsecondary education, compared to 48.8 percent of 
men; 33.8 percent of women attended university. Higher 
education combined with still limited opportunities was a 
recipe for dissatisfaction—and shop until you drop provided 
at best temporary relief (McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Yet, even when women are in the work force in 
Japanese society, they tend to have a second-class status 
when compared to men. Many college-educated women 
in offices are expected to wear uniforms and to serve 
tea and coffee to the men, and they are treated as if they 
are office servants (Hendry 1987; Kerbo and McKinstry 
1998). They are expected to defer to men in the office 
and present themselves as infantile, which is interpreted 
as cute and polite. Most men in Japan perform almost 
no domestic chores and expect to be waited on by their 
wives. Despite this tradition of patriarchy in Japan, the 
Japanese woman has a powerful position within the do-
mestic household. She manages the household budget, 
takes charge of the children’s education, and makes 
long-term financial investments for the family. Thus, the 
outside-of-the-home and the inside-of-the-home roles for 
women in Japan are still strongly influenced by patriar-
chal traditions. 

There are some women active in a growing feminist 
movement in Japan that wants to transform gender roles, 
but traditional cultural expectations based upon patri-
archy are resistant to change (McCreery and McCreery 
2006). In both the Western societies and Japan, women 
are marrying at a much older age than in the past. New 
reproductive technologies introduced into industrial and 
postindustrial societies, such as artificial insemination (AI) 
and in-vitro fertilization (IVF), along with perhaps even 
cloning in some societies in the future, will undoubtedly 
influence the moral, legal, and social status of gender, 
marriage, and other issues of males and females in these 
advanced postindustrial societies. 

Age
Another social consequence of industrialization is the 
loss experienced by the elderly of traditional status and 
authority. This trend reflects the changes in the family 
structure and the nature of cultural knowledge in indus-
trial and postindustrial societies. As the nuclear family re-
placed the extended family, older people no longer lived 
with their adult children. Pension plans and government 
support programs such as Social Security replaced the 
family as the source of economic support for the elderly. 
At the same time, exchanges of resources between elders 
and offspring became less important in industrial societ-
ies (Halperin 1987). Thus, elderly family members lost a 
major source of economic power. 

The traditional role of the elderly in retaining and 
disseminating useful knowledge has also diminished. 
Sociologist Donald O. Cowgill (1986) hypothesizes that 
as the rate of technological change accelerates in in-
dustrial societies, knowledge quickly becomes obso-
lete, which has an effect on the status of elderly people. 
Industrialization promotes expanding profits through 
new products and innovative services, all of which favor 
the young, who, through formal education and training, 
have greater access to technological knowledge. In addi-
tion, the amount of cultural and technical information has 
increased to the point where the elderly can no longer 
store all of it. Instead, libraries, databases, and formalized 
educational institutions have become the storehouses of 
cultural knowledge. 

The result of these changes, according to Cowgill, 
has been the rapid disengagement of the elderly from 
their roles in industrial societies. Although many elderly 
people remain active and productive, they no longer pos-
sess the economic, political, and social status they did 
in preindustrial societies. In some cases, the elderly are 
forced to retire from their jobs in industrial societies to 
make way for the younger generation. For example, up 
until recently in industrial Japan, the elderly were forced 
to retire at the age of 55 and often had difficulties adjust-
ing to their senior years. 

The status and roles of the elderly have changed 
much more dramatically in the West than in Japan and 
the former Soviet Union, where the elderly retain a great 
deal of authority and prestige in the family (Palmore 
1975; Kerblay 1983). In Japanese society, the tradition of 
family obligations influenced by Confucian values and 
ethos serves to foster the veneration of the elderly. In 
addition, about three-fourths of the elderly reside with 
their children, which encourages a greater sense of re-
sponsibility on the part of children toward their parents. 
In 2002, official estimates put Japan’s total population at 
127,435,000. Of that total, 23,628,000 (18.5 percent) were 
age 65 or older. Only 18,102,000 (14.2 percent) were 14 
or younger. In 2001, the life expectancy for Japanese men 
had risen to 78.07 years. The life expectancy for Japanese 
women was 84.83 years (McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Theorists such as Cowgill suggest that because Japan 
and the former Soviet Union industrialized much later 
than Western societies, there has been less time to trans-
form family structures and the status of the elderly. This 
view is supported by a comparison between the most 
modern industrialized urban sectors of these societies and 
the rural regions. For example, in the more rural regions 
in Russia and, until recently, in Japan, the extended fam-
ily or ie was still the norm, and the elderly remained in-
fluential and esteemed. Thus, the high status of the aged 
in Japan and Russia may represent delayed responses 
to industrialization (Cowgill 1986). However, presently, 
Japan is undergoing a rapid transformation in these pat-
terns, and as in the United States and Western Europe, 
older people are becoming much more independent and 
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are enjoying their privacy and lack of dependence on 
their natal families (McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Social Stratifi cation 
In earlier chapters, we discussed the type of social strati-
fication that existed in preindustrial societies. Bands and 
tribes were largely egalitarian, whereas chiefdoms and 
agricultural states had increased social inequality based 
on ascribed statuses. Chiefdoms and agricultural states 
are classified as closed societies because they offer little, 
if any, opportunity for social mobility. In contrast, in-
dustrial states are classified as open societies in which 
social status can be achieved through individual efforts. 
The achievement of social status is related to the com-
plex division of labor, which is based on specialized oc-
cupational differences. Occupation becomes the most 
important determinant of status in industrial states. Soci-
etal rewards such as income, political power, and pres-
tige all depend on a person’s occupation. 

This is not to say that industrial states are egalitarian. 
Rather, like some agricultural states, they have distinctive 
classes based upon somewhat equivalent social statuses. 
The gaps among these classes in terms of wealth, power, 
and status are actually greater in industrial than in pre-
industrial societies. Thus, although people in industrial 
states have the opportunity to move into a different class 
from that into which they were born, the degree of strati-
fication in these societies is much more extreme than it is 
in preindustrial societies. Let’s examine the types of strati-
fication systems found in some industrial states. 

The British Class System 
Some industrial states continue to reflect their agricul-
tural past. Great Britain, for example, has a class system 
that retains some of its feudal-like social patterns. It has 
a symbolic monarchy and nobility based on ascribed sta-
tuses passed down from generation to generation. The 
monarchy and nobility have titles such as prince, princess, 
knight, peer, and earl. These individuals have to be ad-
dressed with the appropriate form: sir, lord, lady. The Brit-
ish political system reflects its feudal past in the structure 
of the House of Lords, in which up until 2001 member-
ship was traditionally inherited through family. This con-
trasts with the House of Commons, to which individuals 
are freely elected. Although the monarchy and the House 
of Lords have relatively little power today, they play an 
important symbolic role in British politics.

Class divisions in modern Britain are similar to those 
in many other European societies. They include a small 
upper class, which maintains its position through inheri-
tance laws and the education of children in elite private 
schools; a larger middle class, which includes physicians, 
attorneys, businesspeople, and other occupations in the 
service sector; and a large working class employed in 
the primary and secondary sectors of the economy. Yet, 

social mobility in Great Britain is open, and people can 
move from one class to another. 

The degree of social mobility in Great Britain, as 
well as in other industrial states, is to some extent a re-
sult of recent changes in the industrial economy. With 
advanced industrialization, an increasing percentage of 
jobs are found in the tertiary (service) sector, whereas 
the primary and secondary sectors have declined. There-
fore, the number of white-collar workers has grown, and 
the number of blue-collar workers has decreased. Con-
sequently, many of the sons and daughters of blue-collar 
workers have a higher social status than do their parents. 
For example, in Great Britain, approximately 40 percent 
of the sons of manual workers have moved into the 
middle class since the 1950s (Robertson 1990; Macionis 
2008). Sociologists refer to this as structural mobility, a 
type of social mobility resulting from the restructuring of 
the economy, producing new occupational opportunities. 
Technological innovations, economic booms or busts, 
wars, and increasing numbers of jobs in the service-sec-
tor, white-collar occupations can affect this mobility from 
working class to middle class or upper class. 

Class in the United States 
Most research demonstrates that the rate of social mo-
bility in the United States is about the same as in other 
industrial states. Approximately one-third of the children 
within the working class stay within the 
same class background during their lives 

Queen Elizabeth II of the UK. 
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(Macionis 2008). Although the United States differs from 
Great Britain in that it has never had an official class sys-
tem with a titled aristocracy, it is not a classless society. 
The class structure of the United States consists of five 
categories based upon equivalent social statuses, which 
are largely determined by occupation, income, and edu-
cation (see Table  12.2). Although these class boundaries 
are very “fuzzy” and are not rigid, they continue to have 
an influence on whether an individual can achieve social 
mobility.

One of the principal cultural ideals of the United 
States is that any person can move up the social ladder 
through effort and motivation. For this reason, upper-class 
and upper-middle-class Americans tend to believe that 
economic and social inequalities arise primarily from dif-
ferences in individual abilities and work habits. Addition-
ally, most individuals in the U.S. believe they belong to 
the middle class in U.S. society despite the fact that they 
might not fall into the economic category of the middle 
class (Wolfe 1999). Most Americans believe that equal 

opportunities are available to all individuals based upon 
personal responsibility, ingenuity, and work habits. These 
cultural beliefs, therefore, help justify social inequity. 

In fact, many factors besides individual efforts—such 
as family background, wealth, property, and assets and 
the state of the national and world economies—affect a 
person’s location on the socioeconomic ladder. In ad-
dition, people’s ethnic and racial backgrounds can in-
hibit or enhance their chances of social mobility. African 
Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanics historically 
have lower rates of mobility than do Asian Americans 
and white, middle-class Americans. 

Class in Japan and the Former 
Soviet Union 
Most research indicates that despite the cultural empha-
sis on group harmony, class divisions and conflicts ex-
ist in Japan. Sociologist Rob Steven (1983) has identified 
five major classes in Japanese society: the bourgeoisie or 

Table 12.2   The American Class System in the Twenty-First Century: A Composite Estimate  

Class and 
Percentage 
of Total 
Population Income Property  Occupation  Education

Personal and 
Family Life

Education
of Children

Upper class Very high Great wealth Managers, Liberal arts Stable family life College
(1–3%) income, Old wealth, professionals, education at Autonomous education by 

most of it control over high civil and elite schools personality right for both 
from wealth investment military offi cials sexes

Upper-middle High Accumulation Lowest Graduate Better Educational
class (10–15%) income of property unemployment training physical and system biased in 

through mental health their favor 
Savings and health 

care 

Lower-middle Modest Few assets Small-business Some college Longer life Greater chance 
class (30–35%) income Some savings people and High school expectancy of college than 

farmers, lower Some high working-class
professionals, school children 
semiprofession- Unstable Educational

 als,  sales and family life system biased 
clerical workers against them 

Working class Low income Few to no Skilled labor Grade school One-parent Tendency 
(40–45%) assets homes toward 

No savings Unskilled Conformist vocational
No assets labor personality programs 

Lower class Poverty No savings Highest Illiteracy, Poorer Little interest in 
(20–25%) income unemployment especially physical and education, high 

Surplus labor functional mental health dropout rates 
illiteracy Lower life 

expectancy

Source: Adapted from Social Stratifi cation: The Interplay of Class, Race, and Gender, 2nd ed., by Daniel W. Rossides, © 1997. Adapted by permission of Pearson 
Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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capitalist class (owners of the major industries), the petty 
bourgeoisie (small-business owners), the middle class (pro-
fessional and other service workers), the peasantry (rural 
farmers), and the working class (industrial laborers). The 
primary means of social mobility in Japanese society is 
the educational system, which is highly regimented and 
rigorous from the elementary years through high school. 
Higher education is limited to those students who excel on 
various achievement exams, a system that to some extent 
reflects class background. As in other industrial societies, 
middle- and upper-class students have better opportuni-
ties. The rate of social mobility in Japan is similar to that of 
other industrial states (Lipset and Bendix 1967). However, 
the most current anthropological research demonstrates 
that a rigid class structure does not dominate Japanese so-
ciety and that most people believe that through education 
and their own personal efforts, they can rise to more eco-
nomically and socially viable positions. Some individuals 
from lower-class categories, just as in the United States, 
have risen to the top as celebrities, artists, and CEOs. Thus, 
the ideal of moving ahead in an increasingly affluent soci-
ety such as Japan tends to promote more optimism about 
one’s prospects (McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Ever since the Russian Revolution in 1917, the former 
Soviet Union claimed to be a classless society because its 
system was not based upon the private ownership of the 
means of production. In fact, however, it had a stratified 
class system based upon occupation. Occupations were 
hierarchically ranked into four major status groups based 
on income, power, and prestige. The highest-ranking sta-
tuses consisted of upper-level government officials, Polit-
buro members who were recruited from the Communist 
Party. The second tier consisted of professional workers 
such as engineers, professors, physicians, and scientists, 
as well as lower-level government workers. The third 
tier was made up of the manual workers in the industrial 
economy, and the bottom rung was composed of the ru-
ral peasantry (Kerblay 1983; Dunn and Dunn 1988). Most 
sociologists agree that this hierarchy of statuses reflects a 
class-based society. 

Ethnic and Racial Stratifi cation 
In addition to social stratification based on occupation, 
many industrial states have a system of stratification based 
upon ethnic or racial descent. For example, in the United 
States, various ethnic and racial groups such as African 
Americans, Native American Indians, and Hispanics have 
traditionally occupied a subordinate status and have ex-
perienced a more restricted type of social mobility. In 
contrast, most Western European countries traditionally 
have been culturally homogeneous, without many minor-
ity ethnic groups. 

Recently, however, this situation has begun to change, 
as many formerly colonized peoples, such as Indians, 
Pakistanis, and Africans, have moved to Great Britain, 
and other non-Western peoples have migrated to other 

European nations. This has led to patterns of ethnic and 
racial stratification and discrimination in these countries. 

In the former Soviet Union, many ethnic minorities 
resided in Estonia, Lithuania, the Ukraine, and Turko-
Mongol areas such as Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan. These 
ethnic minorities lived outside the central Soviet territory, 
the heartland of the dominant Russian majority. Histori-
cally, the Soviet state had attempted to assimilate these 
national minorities by making the Russian language a 
compulsory subject in the educational system (Eickelman 
1993; Maybury-Lewis 1997; Scupin 2011). Although the 
Soviet state prided itself on the principles of equality and 
autonomy it applied to its national minorities, the out-
break of ethnic unrest and rebellion in these non-Russian 
territories in the mid-1990s demonstrated that these pop-
ulations viewed themselves as victimized by the domi-
nant ethnic Russian populace. Thus, ethnic stratification 
has been a component of industrial Soviet society. 

Japan appears to have even more ethnic homogene-
ity. The Japanese make up 99.4 percent of the population 
of 128 million people, with only 0.6 percent of the popu-
lation being ethnic minorities (mostly Korean). Although 
the Japanese, like all other peoples, are the outcome 
of a long evolutionary history of mixture with different 
groups, the racialized notion of ethnic identity remains 
as a myth of cultural identity for the Japanese (Diamond 
1998; Yoshino 1997, 1998; Scupin 2011c). Cultural anthro-
pologists have noted that this tendency of the Japanese 
to view themselves as a “unique” race has created some 
distinctive patterns of ethnic stratification. For example, 
the small minority of Japanese of Korean ancestry have 
experienced widespread discrimination, even though 
they have adopted the Japanese language, most of the 
country’s norms, and its cultural values. In addition, a 
native-born Japanese population known as the  eta, or 
burakumin, consisting of about 3 million people, occu-
pies a lower status. Despite the fact that the  burakumin
are physically indistinguishable from most other Japa-
nese, they reside in separated ghetto areas in Japan. They 
are descendants of peoples who worked in the leather-
tanning industries, traditionally considered low-status 
professions. Most of the burakumin still work primarily 
in the shoe shops and other leather-related industries. 
Marriages between burakumin and other Japanese are 
still restricted, and other patterns of ethnic discrimina-
tion against this group continue (Befu 1971; Hendry 
1987; Ohnuki-Tierney 1998; Scupin 2011c). This ethnic 
discrimination has resulted in poverty, lower education 
attainment, delinquency, and other social problems for 
the burakumin, just as it has for some ethnic minorities 
in the United States. As will be indicated in Chapter 16 in 
the discussion of IQ and race, the  burakumin also score 
lower on IQ tests in Japan. Though these people are not 
physically different from other Japanese people, ethnic 
discrimination, poverty, and related environmental condi-
tions are more responsible for differences in intelligence 
than any purported biological differences. 
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Political Organization 
As European and American societies began to industrialize, 
the nature of their political organization was transformed. 
Members of the middle class grew economically powerful 
and were drawn to the idea of popular sovereignty—that 
is, that the people, rather than the rulers, were the ultimate 
source of political authority. In addition, because the mid-
dle classes (particularly the upper-middle class) were the 
primary beneficiaries of industrial capitalism, they favored 
a type of government that would allow them economic 
freedom to pursue profits without state interference. The 
feudal aristocratic patterns were thus eventually replaced 
with representative, constitutional governments. The 
overriding ideal in these democratic states is freedom or 
personal liberty, which includes freedom of expression, 
the right to vote, and the right to be represented in the 
government. Representation is based on the election of 
political leaders selected from various political parties that 
engage in competition for offices. 

Although representative governments emerged in 
earlier centuries, their political ideals were not immedi-
ately realized. For example, in the United States, political 
rights, including the right to vote, were not extended to 
women and other minorities until the twentieth century. 

Another aspect of political change was the growth 
of nationalism, a strong sense of loyalty to the nation-
state based upon shared language, values, and culture. 
Before the development of nationalism, the primary focus 
of loyalty was the local community, religion, and the fam-
ily (Anderson 1991; Scupin 2003a). For example, in agri-
cultural states, peasants rarely identified with the interests 
of the ruling elites. In industrial states, however, with the 
increase in literacy and the development of a print tech-
nology, nationalism became a unifying force. Print tech-
nology was used to create what political scientist Benedict 

Anderson (1991) refers to as “imagined communities,” an 
allegiance to a nation-state that is often far removed from 
everyday family or local concerns. As a literate populace 
began to read about its history and culture in its own 
language, its members developed a new type of self-
identification, and eventually people began to express 
pride in and loyalty to these newly defined countries. 

Anderson, though, is not suggesting that nationalism 
is just “invented”; rather, he holds that people who begin 
to define themselves as members of a nation will never 
know, meet, or even hear of most of their fellow mem-
bers (1983). He notes that the fact that people are willing 
to give up their lives for their nation or country means 
that nationalism has a powerful influence on people’s 
emotions and sentiments. This loyalty to a nation is a by-
product of literacy and the proliferation of the media in 
promoting specific ideas regarding one’s nation. 

Michael Herzfeld, an anthropologist who has writ-
ten extensively about nationalism, notes that nationalism 
parallels religious cosmologies in that it creates distinctive 
differences between the believers and nonbelievers, the 
insiders and outsiders, and it reaffirms that the world is 
meaningful and sacred to people (1992). Herzfeld did eth-
nographic research in Greece, and in his book Ours Once 
More: Folklore, Ideology, and the Making of Modern Greece
(1986), he focused on how Greek nationalism was created 
and managed by state authorities. One of the themes in 
his book is how nineteenth- and twentieth-century Greek 
intellectuals drew on folklore from rural areas to present 
an image of modern Greece as a continuation of its tradi-
tional classical past. The Greek state has drawn on a clas-
sical past that has been imagined as the root of all Western 
civilization to produce a contemporary source of national-
ism for its citizens. This classical image of Greece as the 
mythical foundation of Western society and democratic 

This Nazi rally demonstrates an extreme form 
of nationalism in German society in the 1940s. 
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institutions was recently emphasized in the 2004 Olympics 
in Athens, Greece. A variety of symbols and motifs from 
ancient Greek culture and myth was projected interna-
tionally to promote Greece’s unique national identity and 
culture, as well as its role as the foundation of Western civ-
ilization. Herzfeld’s historical and cultural treatment indi-
cates that the bureaucrats and intellectuals selected certain 
images and neglected other aspects of the past to develop 
this sense of nationalism for Greek citizens. For example, 
they selectively underplayed the role of the Ottoman Em-
pire and the Turkish influence on Greek society for cen-
turies. The Turks were considered outsiders and not an 
integral part of Greek national culture. The manufacture 
of nationalism by state authorities and intellectuals who 
romanticized the classical past and rural villages produced 
a culture of loyalty to and a sense of the sacredness of 
Greek national culture. Many other industrialized societies, 
such as England, France, Japan, and Russia, could be used 
to illustrate this same pattern in the production of national-
ism, a contemporary trait of modern nation-states. 

Political Organization 
in Socialist States 
The Soviet Union was the first nation to declare that it 
had a socialist government that would be dominated by 
the working class—the proletariat—rather than the upper 
class or middle class. According to Marxist theory, this so-
cialist government was to be only a transitional stage of 
state development, to be followed by a true form of com-
munism in which the state would wither away. In Marx’s 
view, in the communist stage there would be no need 
for the state, or government, because everyone’s needs 
would be completely taken care of through people who 
would be free to produce and create for the community. 

In the ensuing years, the ideals of the socialist state 
ruled by the proletariat and the movement toward an 
egalitarian communism were not realized in the Soviet 
Union. Instead, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 
with about 18 million members out of a total population 
of about 300 million, dominated the government, select-
ing about 1 million bureaucratic elite (the apparatchiki) to 
rule over the society. The Soviet Union became a totalitar-
ian state that controlled the economy, the political pro-
cess, the media, the educational system, and other social 
institutions. During certain periods of extreme repression, 
as under Joseph Stalin in the 1930s, millions of people 
were killed or exiled to forced labor camps. Citizens were 
prohibited from organizing politically, and official opposi-
tion to state policies was not tolerated. This form of totali-
tarian government also existed in the socialist countries of 
Eastern Europe that were dominated by the Soviet Union. 

Industrialism and State Bureaucracy 
One similarity among the governments of the West, Japan, 
and the Soviet Union is the degree to which the state has 
become a highly developed bureaucracy. It appears that 

when an industrial economy becomes highly specialized 
and complex, a strong, centralized government develops 
to help coordinate and integrate the society’s complicated 
political and economic affairs. Of course, as previously dis-
cussed, in socialist societies such as the Soviet Union, this 
growth and centralization of the state are more extreme. 

Law
Legal institutions are more formalized in industrial states. 
In general, the more complex the society, the more spe-
cialized the legal system (Schwartz and Miller 1975). As 
discussed in Chapter 11, legal institutions became for-
malized in some of the intensive agricultural states with 
the emergence of codified written law, records of cases 
and precedents, courts and government officials such as 
judges, procedures for deciding cases, and a police force 
to enforce legal decisions. These innovations in legal sys-
tems have been expanded in modern industrial societies. 

In industrial states, laws become more complex and 
bureaucratically formalized with the development of na-
tional and local statutes, the compilation of private and 
public codes, the differentiation between criminal and civil 
laws, and the creation of more specialized law-enforcement 
agencies. With the development of centralized national 
governments, hierarchies of legal codes were formulated 
that ranged from national constitutions to regional and lo-
cal codes. One of the most distinctive features of law in 
industrial societies is the proliferation of public and proce-
dural law, referred to as administrative law (Vago 1995). 

Administrative law reflects the emerging bureau-
cratic rules and technical requirements in the various le-
gal institutions and agencies in industrial states. Courts in 
modern industrial states play an important role not only 
in adjudication, but also in mediation and other meth-
ods of conflict resolution. In addition, the legal system 
is the most important means of inducing social change 
in complex industrial societies. For example, legislation 
was used to gain civil rights for ethnic minorities such as 
African Americans in the United States. 

Japanese Law 
The unique configuration of Japanese values and norms, 
in comparison with those of Western or Soviet society, 
has produced a different form of legal system in Japan. 
The Confucian ethos and traditional Japanese norms em-
phasizing group harmony have deeply influenced legal 
processes and institutions. The Japanese generally adopt 
extrajudicial, informal means of resolving disputes and 
prefer reaching legal compromises as opposed to assign-
ing moral blame or deciding on the rightness or wrongness 
of an action. When a dispute arises, a mediator is usually 
employed to bring about a reconciliation. The Japanese pre-
fer the mediator to a lawyer, who is less likely to know the 
parties or to have a personal relationship with them. In 
this sense, the Japanese mediation system resembles those 
of small-scale tribal societies (Hendry 1987). 
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THE JAPANESE 
CORPORATION: 
An Anthropological 
Contribution from 
Harumi Befu 

A fter World War II, Japan be-
came one of the world’s major 
economic powers. During the 

1970s and 1980s, many social sci-
entists investigated the organization 
and management techniques of Japa-
nese corporations to determine how 
the Japanese economy has grown so 
rapidly. At that time, many Western 
economists, businesspeople, and oth-
ers perceived the Japanese economy 
as overtaking the West through its 
samurai business managers, who, 
with their laptop computers, were 
waging an economic war against the 
United States and the West. A number 
of popular films in the United States, 
such as Black Rain and  Rising Sun,
presented the Japanese as outmaneu-
vering and illegally trying to subvert the 
United States, fl ooding the U.S. mar-
ket with cheap consumer goods and 
automobiles, and buying up American 
assets. American authors Chalmers 
Johnson, James Fallows, and many 
others wrote a whole series of books 
about the major threat of the Japanese 
economy to the United States and the 
West. The Harvard sociologist and 
specialist on the Japanese economy 
Ernst Vogel wrote a book called  Japan
as Number One, illustrating its rapid 
economic growth and success in the 
global economy. 

One of the major conclusions of 
most of these studies on Japanese 
and Western corporations was that 
Japanese corporations are run much 
differently from corporations in West-
ern capitalist countries. According to 
these studies, Japanese corporations 
emphasize traditional values such as 
group harmony, or  wa, and collective 
rather than individual performance 

(Ouichi 1981; Lincoln and McBride 
1987). For example, rather than hiring 
managers based upon their individual 
performance as indicated by grades in 
college, Japanese corporations recruit 
managers as groups from different 
universities. Japanese fi rms are more 
interested in how groups and teams 
of managers work together than they 
are in each person’s individual effort 
or performance. Managers are hired, 
trained, and promoted as groups by 
the corporation, based upon their abil-
ity to cooperate in teams. In fact, the 
major influence on this tradition of 
teamwork was an American manager, 
W. Edwards Deming, who was sent to 
advise Japanese engineers and man-
agers during the U.S. military occupa-
tion and who taught the Japanese the 
team-management and quality-control 
methods that were effectively used to 
produce consumer goods, automo-
biles, and electronics. General Douglas 
MacArthur, the U.S. military leader who 
oversaw the occupation, convinced 
the Japanese to begin producing au-
tomobiles for export to the West and 
elsewhere to build up their industrial 
economy. In some respects, this policy 
reflected the Cold War aim of build-
ing a capitalist society in the midst of 
Asia that could become a bulwark to 
the spread of Communist ideology 
from other areas such as the Soviet 
Union and China. Also, these U.S. so-
cial science studies emphasized that in 
contrast to Western countries, which 
emphasize individualism and indepen-
dence, Japan stresses mutual depen-
dence and teamwork (see Chapter 4).

In these studies, the social scien-
tists emphasized that to ensure this 
collective performance, large Japanese 
corporations offer lifetime employment 
and a concern for their employees’ 
general welfare. Employees are rarely 
fired or laid off. Corporations provide 
recreational facilities, parties, child care 
and other family-related services, and 

other benefits to enhance corporate 
loyalty. Corporate decision making is 
also based upon collective principles. 
Typically, several younger managers 
are responsible for talking to sixty 
or seventy people who will be af-
fected by a decision. Proposals for 
a new plan or policy are discussed 
and then redrafted until a consensus 
is achieved. A decision requiring one 
or two phone calls to a division man-
ager in a U.S. company may take two 
or three weeks in a Japanese corpo-
ration. Once a decision is reached, 
however, everyone involved becomes 
committed to the plan. 

Japanese anthropologist Chia Na-
kane (1970) believed that this collective 
orientation results from the hierarchical 
nature of Japanese social organization. 
Nakane viewed Japanese society as 
consisting of hierarchically organized 
groups with paternalistic leaders at the 
top who serve group needs. She be-
lieved that the underlying psychological 
process supporting this group orien-
tation is amae, an emotional depen-
dence that develops between a child 
and his or her mother. Through encul-
turation, amae becomes the basis of 
a mutual dependence that develops 
between superiors and subordinates 
throughout society. This dependence 
is reinforced by resources given by the 
superior to the subordinate and expec-
tations of loyalty of the subordinate to 
the superior. Nakane suggested that 

 Anthropologists at Work 
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this Japanese manner of organiza-
tion and structure produced a much 
different form of society and manage-
ment style than in the West. This type 
of view is still presented in a literature 
known as  Nihonjinron, “discourses on 
Japaneseness,” which emphasizes 
the cultural and sometimes even the 
“racial” uniqueness of the Japanese 
people.

During World War II, Ruth Benedict, 
the American anthropologist, was hired 
by the U.S. government to study the 
Japanese culture in order to find out 
why the Japanese military would be 
so willing to sacrifi ce their lives in sui-
cide raids in the kamikaze attacks on 
U.S. warships. She begins her book 
The Chrysanthemum and the Sword
with the words “The Japanese were 
the most alien enemy that the United 
States had ever fought in an all-out 
struggle” (1946). Benedict’s research 
project was not to produce propa-
ganda; rather, it was employed to offer 
insights to soldiers fi ghting a new kind 
of war. She and her colleagues in the 
Offi ce of Strategic Planning had to dis-
cover not only the aims and motives of 
Japanese leaders, but also “what their 
government could count on from the 
people … habits of thought and emo-
tion and the patterns into which these 
habits fell” (1946:4). 

Why was it that Japanese soldiers 
would go on fi ghting to the death, even 
in situations where they could not win? 
And then, when captured, why did 
these fight-to-the-death warriors be-
come model prisoners of war (POWs), 
meekly doing whatever they were told 
and not trying to escape, as POWs 
from Europe or America would? And 
why was the emperor never included in 
criticisms of their government, their of-
fi cers, and their comrades? The issues 
Benedict faced were deadly serious 
(McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Unfortunately, she writes, a fi eld trip 
was out of the question. She “could 

not go to Japan and live in their homes 
and watch the strains and stresses of 
daily life.” She was not able “to watch 
them in the complicated business of 
arriving at a decision” or to observe 
how they brought up their children. 
She would have to make do with 
what she could learn at a distance, by 
reading books, watching movies, and 
interviewing Japanese Americans in-
terned during the war (McCreery and 
McCreery 2006). 

Not surprisingly, the Japan that 
Benedict describes is very much the 
one that Nakane had described as 
group oriented, with its citizens de-
voted to the emperor, to the natural 
social hierarchy in Japanese society, 
and to their beliefs of a unique Japa-
nese race with unique cultural values. 

Stanford anthropologist Harumi 
Befu (1980, 2009) has questioned 
some aspects of this group model of 
the Japanese social structure. Befu 
has a unique background and per-
spective from which to view this issue. 
He was born in the United States in 
1930, but moved to Japan when he 
was 6 years old to receive his primary 
and secondary education. He returned 
to the United States in 1947 to carry 
out his undergraduate and graduate 
studies in anthropology. He subse-
quently remained in the United States 
and specialized in the ethnographic 
study of Japanese society. 

Befu criticized the group model of 
Japanese society for its tendency to 
overlook social confl ict, individual com-
petition, self-interest, and exploitation. 
Regarding the purported internal har-
mony of Japanese groups and society, 
Befu believed that many proponents of 
the group model have lost sight of vari-
ous aspects of Japanese society. Befu 
believed that many of these theorists 
failed to distinguish between the real 
and ideal norms of Japanese society. 
Although a president of a corporation 
may refer to his or her company as a 

harmonious, happy family at an induc-
tion ceremony for new recruits, he or 
she acts differently at a collective bar-
gaining session in dealing with union 
demands.

Befu averred that not only Western 
scholars, but also many of the Japa-
nese themselves have accepted this 
group-model concept as an integral as-
pect of their cultural identity and as an 
aspect of the Nihonjihron, “Japanese 
discourse on their cultural and racial 
uniqueness” (1993). He argued that 
the group model is not really so much a 
social model for Japanese society as it 
is a cultural model or belief system. He 
suggested that the group model as a 
social model is too simplistic to explain 
comprehensively a complex postin-
dustrial society such as Japan. Befu 
did not reject the group model entirely, 
however. Rather, he contended that 
the group model, as well as a model 
based on individualism, could be ap-
plied to both Japanese and Western 
institutions and bureaucracies. For 
example, at various times in both Jap-
anese and Western corporations, indi-
viduals are in competition and confl ict 
with one another over wealth, power, 
and status while simultaneously work-
ing on group projects that will benefi t 
the corporation as a whole. Individual 
competition and conflict may take a 
different form in Japan than they do in 
Western countries; nevertheless, Befu 
emphasized that they do exist in both 
regions. To that extent, Befu suggested 
that Japanese corporations and social 
life may not be as unique as either the 
Japanese or the Westerners think they 
are. This is an important contribution to 
understanding the extreme positions 
that can be taken by some anthropolo-
gists in portraying those in different 
societies as exotic and alien. 
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In Japanese society, there tends to be no legal or soci-
etal pressure for absolute justice. The proper, moral action 
is to accept blame for a wrongdoing and resign oneself 
to the consequences. Conflict resolution outside the court 
system and codified law tends to be the rule with respect 
to civil law. Obviously, one of the differences between 
Japan and the United States is the overwhelming cultural 
homogeneity of Japan. In contrast, the United States is a 
highly heterogeneous society with many different ethnic 
groups and cultural backgrounds. The relative homogene-
ity of Japanese society facilitates the resolution of conflicts 
through informal means, rather than through the legal sys-
tem, as in the United States. However, it appears that Japan’s 
rate of litigation is beginning to increase (Vago 1995). 

Warfare and Industrial 
Technology 
We noted in  Chapter 11 that warfare increased with the 
territorial expansion of agricultural empires such as the 
Chinese, Roman, Aztec, and Indian Empires. To some ex-
tent, this increase in warfare was linked to technological 
developments such as the invention of iron weapons. In 
addition, the nature of warfare began to change with the 
development of centralized state systems that competed 
with rival territories. These general tendencies were ac-
celerated with the evolution of industrial states. 

Industrial states began to develop military technolo-
gies that enabled them to carry on fierce nationalistic wars 
in distant regions. One of the prime motivations for these 
wars was the desire to establish economic and political he-
gemony over foreign peoples. The industrial nation-states 
became much more involved in economic rivalry over 
profits, markets, and natural resources in other territories. 

Most historians conclude that these imperialist rivalries 
were one of the principal reasons for World War I. 

World War I marked a watershed in the evolution 
of military warfare. It was a global war in which nation-
states mobilized a high proportion of their male popu-
lations and reoriented their economic systems toward 
military production and support. The numbers of com-
batants and noncombatants killed far outnumbered those 
of any previous war in any type of society. 

The combination of technological advances and cen-
tralized military organizations dramatically changed the 
nature of warfare. Tanks, airplanes, and other modern 
weapons enabled industrial states to wage tremendously 
destructive global warfare, as witnessed by World War II. 
This expanding military technology was inextricably 
linked to industrial technology. The rise of industries 
such as the airlines, automobiles, petroleum and plastics, 
and electronics and computers was related to the devel-
opment of war technology. And, of course, the atomic era 
began in 1945 when the United States dropped atomic 
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Religion
Ever since the Renaissance and Enlightenment periods, 
Western industrial states have experienced extensive  secu-
larization, the historical decline in the influence of religion 
in society. Scientists such as Galileo and Charles Darwin 
developed ideas that challenged theological doctrines. 
European secular philosophers such as the Renaissance 
political writer Nicolo Machiavelli and the Enlightenment 
philosophers Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and Voltaire increasingly proposed naturalistic 
(nonsupernatural) scientific explanations of both the natu-
ral and the social worlds. Secularization has influenced all 

World War I devastated various cities in Europe 
with extensive bombing raids. 
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industrialized states. For example, most people in these 
societies do not perceive illness as the result of super-
natural forces; rather, they rely upon physicians trained in 
scientific medical practices to diagnose and cure diseases. 
However, secularization has developed much deeper roots 
in European culture than in that of the United States. One 
of the major reasons for the difference is that European 
society had experienced deadly, genocidal religious wars 
for generations and political leaders and intellectuals were 

anxious to escape from them. In contrast, in U.S. society, 
which had religious freedom and not much religious war-
fare, this extreme secular trend was not as apparent, and 
most people in the United States still participate in reli-
gious activity much more than Europeans do. Yet, there 
are differences among various class and education groups 
in both Europe and the United States. 

Despite the increase of secularization in the West, reli-
gion has not completely disappeared from industrial states. 

Graduation: A Rite of 
Passage in U.S. Society 

A s the United States continues 
to change from an industrial to 
a postindustrial society, more 

people are attending college to gain 
the skills and knowledge necessary 
to prepare them for careers. Con-
sequently, one rite of passage that 
people increasingly look forward to is 
graduation from college. This rite of 
passage is similar to those in many 
other societies. Rites of passage, 
as mentioned in Chapter 7, are de-
scribed by anthropologists as rituals 
that change the status of an individual 
within society. The late anthropologist 
Victor Turner divided rites of passage 
into three distinctive stages: an initial 
structured phase (the original status of 
the individual); a liminal phase, wherein 
the individual is in a highly ambiguous, 
antistructured status; and a fi nal phase 
he called “communitas,” wherein the 
individual is incorporated back into so-
ciety with a new status (1969). 

For most students, their undergrad-
uate university or college education is 
a time of “liminality” or an ambiguous, 
transitional period of life. This liminal 
period is marked by an extensive four 
or five years of study, examinations, 
and research papers, as well as other 
social activities. During this liminal 
phase, students are neither children 
nor adults. If they reside on campus 
in dormitories or residence halls, they 
live separate from society. Students 
are often taken away from their local 
neighborhoods and locales and placed 

with other students from ethnic and 
class backgrounds different from their 
own. This liminal period is often a time 
of stress and uncertainty. The com-
mencement ceremony marks the com-
munitas stage of the rite of passage, 
as the graduates reenter society with a 
wholly new status. 

The commencement ceremony 
dates back to the twelfth century at 
the University of Bologna in what is 
now Italy. Shortly thereafter, it spread 
to other European universities. The 
fi rst U.S. graduates went through their 
commencement in 1642 at Harvard 
University. These fi rst commencement 
ceremonies lasted several days and 
were accompanied by entertainment, 
wrestling matches, banquets, and 
dances.

The academic costumes worn by 
graduates come directly from the late 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance. 
The black gowns and square caps, 
called mortarboards, were donned to 
celebrate the change in status. A pre-
cise ritual dictates that the tassel that 
hangs off the cap should be moved 
from the right side to the left side when 
the degree is conferred. 

Like rites of passage in other so-
cieties, graduation from college rep-
resents a transition in status. In Latin, 
gradus means “a step,” and  degradus
means “a rung on a ladder.” From the 
fi rst, we get the word  graduation; from 
the second, degree. Both words are 
connected to a stage in life, the end of 
one period of life and the beginning of 
another. To graduate means to change 
by degrees. 

Typically, college graduates move 
from the status of a receiver to that 
of a giver. During the liminal period, 
many students are subsidized and 
nurtured by society and especially by 
parents. However, after graduation, 
and “communitas,” they become giv-
ers in all sorts of ways. A degree quali-
fi es graduates for jobs and careers to 
which they would not otherwise have 
access. Upon getting their jobs, former 
students will be givers and contribute 
to the workplace. In addition, degree 
holders will begin to subsidize others 
through taxes. Many will marry and 
accept such responsibilities as raising 
children and paying mortgages. This 
movement from receiver to giver rep-
resents a fundamental life-cycle transi-
tion for many U.S. students. 

Points to Ponder 

1. As you move toward your degree 
in college, do you believe that what 
you are learning has any relation-
ship to what you will need after your 
change in status? 

2. In what ways would you change the 
educational process so that it would 
help you develop your potential? 

3. Do you think the grading system 
used by most colleges and univer-
sities is a fair means of assessing 
your acquisition of knowledge and 
skills?

4. What would you suggest as a bet-
ter means of evaluating students? 

5. What kinds of expectations do you 
have about your change in status 
after you receive your degree? 

 Critical Perspectives 
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For example, the United States has experienced a great deal 
of secularization, and yet it remains one of the most religious 
societies in the world. Polls indicate that almost 85 percent of 
all Americans profess a belief in some sort of divine power. 
Nearly two-thirds of Americans are affiliated with a religious 
organization, and many of them identify with a particular 
religion (National Opinion Research Center 2001). Most so-
ciologists who have studied the question of how religious 
Americans are have concluded that the answer is extremely 
complex because it relates to ethnic, political, and social-
class issues. Many Americans claim religious affiliation in re-
lationship to their communal or ethnic identity; others may 
belong to religious organizations to gain a sense of identity 
and belonging or to gain social prestige. Whatever the rea-
sons, secularization has not substantially eroded religious 
beliefs and institutions in the United States. 

Religion in Socialist States 
In the former Soviet Union, secularization had been an 
aspect of the ideological apparatus of the state. According 
to Marxist views, religion is a set of beliefs and institu-
tions used by the upper classes to control and regulate the 
lower classes. The ultimate aim of socialist societies is 
to eradicate religion, thereby removing a major obstacle to 
equality. For this reason, the Soviet Union and socialist 
Eastern European nations repressed religious organiza-
tions and officially endorsed atheism. 

Despite these policies, 15 percent of the urban pop-
ulation and 30 percent of the rural population practiced 
religion in the Soviet Union. There were about 40 million 
Russian Orthodox Catholics, 600,000 Protestants, and up 
to 45 million Muslims in a country that proclaimed itself as 
atheistic for five decades (Kerblay 1983; Eickelman 1993). 

Thus, religious beliefs appear to have been a continuing 
source of inspiration and spiritual comfort for many citi-
zens of the Soviet state. 

Religion in Japan 
Japan has also experienced a great deal of seculariza-
tion as it has industrialized. Traditional Japanese religion 
was an amalgamation of beliefs based on an indigenous 
animistic form of worship referred to as Shintoism, com-
bined with Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, which 
spread from China. Most Japanese and Western observers 
agree that secularization has diminished the influence of 
these traditional faiths. Although the majority of Japanese 
still turn to Shinto shrines and Buddhist ceremonies for 
life-cycle rituals or personal crises and the temples teem 
with people during the various holidays, most modern 
Japanese confess that they are not deeply religious (Befu 
1971; Hendry 1987; McCreery and McCreery 2006). 

Most anthropologists concur, however, that religious 
beliefs and practices are so thoroughly embedded in Japa-
nese culture that religion cannot easily be separated from 
the national identity and way of life. For example, many 
Japanese refer to nihondo (“the Japanese way”) as the ba-
sis of their national, ethnic, and cultural identity. Nihondo
refers to Japanese cultural beliefs and practices, including 
traditional religious concepts. Thus, it appears that reli-
gion is intimately bound up with Japanese identity. 

In Chapter 17 on contemporary global trends, we 
shall again turn to what anthropologists are learning 
about globalization and its influence on these industrial 
and postindustrial societies. They are in the midst of dy-
namic economic, social, political, and religious change 
that will be addressed in that chapter. 

Summary 
The changes associated with the Industrial Revolution 
dramatically transformed the technologies, economies, 
social structures, political systems, and religions of vari-
ous nations. The center of the Industrial Revolution was 
in Europe. However, when taking a global perspective, 
anthropologists agree that this Industrial Revolution 
could not have occurred without the substantial influence 
of many other non-Western regions of the world. 

These changes brought about by the Industrial Revo-
lution are referred to collectively as modernization. The 
use of industrial technology required increasing amounts 
of fossil fuels and other nonrenewable energy sources. In 
contrast to preindustrial societies, industrial societies are 
high-energy consumers. These societies also experienced 
decreasing fertility and mortality rates; this pattern is 
known as demographic transition. With the expansion of 
the factory system, people increasingly came to reside in 
dense urban areas. 

The technological and economic changes of industrial 
societies led to a new, complex division of labor. Industrial 
economies consist of the primary, secondary, and tertiary 
sectors, with jobs increasingly located in the tertiary sector, 
consisting of white-collar service industries. Industrializa-
tion also stimulated new exchange patterns, resulting in 
the development of the market economy. Both capitalist 
and socialist systems developed in industrial societies. 

Industrial expansion transformed the social struc-
ture. Occupation replaced kinship as the most important 
determiner of status, and the nuclear family largely 
replaced the extended family. Marriage and divorce 
increasingly reflected personal choice, rather than fam-
ily arrangements. Gender relationships became more 
egalitarian, and a majority of women entered the work 
force. Still the legacy of patriarchy and male domina-
tion continued to influence female status and the divi-
sion of labor. 
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The status of the elderly declined in most industrial 
societies as a result of rapid technological change and 
new methods of acquiring and storing knowledge. So-
cial stratification increased as class systems based upon 
wealth and occupation emerged. Class systems devel-
oped in both capitalist and socialist societies. In addition, 
ethnicity and race influenced the patterns of stratification. 

New forms of political systems, including democratic 
and totalitarian governments, took root in industrial 

societies. In both democratic-capitalist and totalitarian-
socialist societies, state bureaucracies grew in size and 
complexity. New, complex forms of legal processes and 
court systems emerged. Finally, scientific and educational 
developments influenced religious traditions in industrial 
states. Secularization has affected all of these societies, 
yet religion has not disappeared, and it remains an im-
portant component of all industrial societies especially in 
the United States. 

Questions to Think About 
1. Characterize the types of changes that led to the 

Industrial Revolution. 

 2.  Compare high and low energy-using technologies. 

3. What form does the division of labor take in indus-
trial states? Where do you think the United States falls 
in this scheme? 

4. Compare the principal tenets of capitalism and so-
cialism. Would it be possible to create a functional 
economy that combined these two systems? 

5. What is meant by the terms  market economy and  cap-
italism? What are the principal advantages and disad-
vantages of these systems for individual participants? 

6. Using a specific example, describe what is meant by 
a multinational corporation. What are the processes 
by which a multinational corporation can affect the 
processes of both individual national economies and 
the global economy? 

7. How has industrialization affected the family, kinship, 
marriage, and divorce? 

8. What is the difference between a closed society and 
an open society? Is the United States a closed or an 
open society? What about Japan, the historic Soviet 
Union, and Great Britain? 

 9.  What are some of the characteristics of Japanese in-
dustrial corporations? 

10. Define the term  feminism. What are the goals of 
feminists in industrialized states? Do you agree with 
these goals? Why or why not? 

 11.  What are the processes by which industrialization 
affects the status of elderly individuals? How can we 
explain the higher status of the aged in societies like 
Japan and Russia? 

12. How do political systems differ in industrial societies 
compared to preindustrial societies? 

 13.  In your experience, has secularization had an im-
pact on your religious beliefs and practices? 

capitalism
demographic transition 
feminism
industrialization
industrial society 

market economy 
mercantilism 
modernization 
monopoly capitalism 
multinational corporations 

nationalism
nation-states
oligopoly
open societies 
primary sector 

secondary sector 
secularization
socialism
tertiary sector 
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Chapter Questions 

� What do anthropologists mean by the term 
globalization?

� From an anthropological perspective, when did 
globalization begin? 

� What are the major trends associated with 
globalization?

� Does globalization have positive or negative 
consequences for societies? 

� What are the major theories used to explain 
globalization?

� How can contemporary anthropologists contribute 
to the understanding of globalization? 

� What impact does globalization have on language 
and culture? 

� What has been the impact of globalization on 
indigenous (band, tribe, and chiefdom) societies? 

� How have some indigenous societies resisted 
globalization?

Generally speaking, anthropologists usually refer to 
globalization as the broad-scale changes and transfor-
mations that have resulted from the impact of industri-
alization and the emergence of an interconnected global 
economy, with the spread of capital, labor (migration), 
and technology across national borders. Globalization 
continues to occur today through the increasing spread 
of industrial technology—including electronic communi-
cations, television, and the Internet—and the expansion 
of multinational corporations into the non-Western world. 

However, despite this general consensus, there has 
been an ongoing debate within anthropological circles as 
to when globalization actually began. Most anthropolo-
gists connected this process with the developments fol-
lowing the Industrial Revolution in Western Europe and 
the spread of these developments throughout many soci-
eties in the world. However, some anthropologists refer 
to globalization as developing during the 1500s, within 
the period of Western European exploration and early 
colonization, whereas others link it to earlier time pe-
riods in East Asia, especially Chinese technological and 
economic developments prior to 1500 A.D. (Frank 1998). 
Some anthropologists identify some elements of global-
ization in various areas in early history and prehistory 
and even among “tribal cultures” (Friedman 1998). 

Despite these differences among anthropologists, we 
all can recognize various elements of globalization within 
our everyday lives in the United States or any other so-
ciety in the world. We recognize a remarkable accelera-
tion in computer technological developments, migration 
trends, and changing communications with the Internet, 
e-mail, facsimile, television, and other media that have 
brought the societies in the world into what is sometimes 
referred to as a “global village” or “spaceship Earth” or a 
“world without walls.” The journalist Thomas Friedman 
has been writing about global trends since the publica-
tion of his book called The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Un-
derstanding Globalization (2000). Friedman emphasized 
the positive aspects of globalization: the integration of the 
world economy and financial markets and the pervasive 
development of international political coalitions and 
cooperation, replacing the archaic processes that domi-
nated the world during the Cold War years. In that book, 
Friedman made the famous statement that whenever two 
societies share a McDonald’s, they will not go to war 
against one another. However, Friedman’s book was 
written prior to September 11, 2001, and the attacks on 
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. This tragic epi-
sode caused many Americans and Westerners to reflect 
upon how globalization may not always bring the world 
closer together, but rather may result in severe political 
and cultural conflict.

In our everyday life, we recognize globalization in 
our educational settings because there are many students 
from every area of the world in our universities and col-
leges. We see globalization with our professional athletic 
teams: Russians and East Europeans play on professional 

Globalization: A Contested Term 

A
nthropologist Richard Wilk has described on his 
website what he terms the  Globobabble that has 
infected the discussions of contemporary trends. 
These terms include  Globalacious, Globalasia,

Globalatio, Globalemic, and Globaloney. He introduces 
his website on globalization at Indiana University with his 
statement that “[i]n this globalized global age, when ev-
erything has globated to the point where it is completely 
globulous, we obviously need some new vocabulary to 
describe the globish trends that are englobing us all” 
(http://www.indiana.edu/~wanthro/babble.htm 2000). 

We are only at the early stages of developing a con-
cept of globalization that could be shared by all anthro-
pologists. Anthropologists have discovered that not all 
people share exactly the same form of culture or pat-
terns of culture within the same society, and the same 
is true today with respect to the anthropological com-
munity with respect to agreement on a precise concept 
of globalization. Just as the meanings of cultural values, 
beliefs, values, and norms are often the subject of con-
flict among groups and individuals within a society, the 
term  globalization is often contested and argued about 
by anthropologists. It is at best an imprecise “narrative” 
or “metaphor” for understanding what is occurring pres-
ently in the world within and among different societies. 

Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com
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hockey teams; Latin Americans, Caribbean peoples, and 
Asians from Japan and Korea are on professional base-
ball teams; Chinese players such as Yao Ming are joining 
athletes from the Dinka and Nuer groups of East Africa 
on professional basketball teams; and Tiger Woods, 
who is part Thai, part Chinese, part African American, 
and part American Indian, represents a truly multicultural 
individual who has excelled in international golf tourna-
ments. When tourists travel to Asia, they can turn on the 
television in their hotels and view not only CNN and the 
BBC, but also versions of MTV with their own traditions 
of music and dance, including hip-hop and rap music 
in India. So these elements of globalization surround us 
in the United States and other areas of the world. Despite 
the differences and disagreements among social scientists 
and anthropologists over the precise meaning of the term 
globalization, we surely are aware of these globalization 
processes around us. 

Globalization: Technological 
and Economic Trends 
In 1980, fewer than 2 million computers existed in the 
world, and nearly all of them were mainframes. As 
of 2008 there were an estimated 1 billion computers 
and it is predicted that by 2014, there will be 2 billion 
computers in the world. Most of these computers are 
personal desktop or laptop computers. Major compa-
nies such as Microsoft and Intel are producing com-
puter technology so rapidly that when an individual 
or company purchases a computer off the shelf, the 
technology is already obsolete. No one can keep pace 
with these rapid developments in computer chips and 
software. These computer technology trends are trans-
forming industrial societies, as we discussed in the last 

chapter, into what many social scientists call  postin-
dustrial societies. These postindustrial societies have 
reduced the manufacturing sectors of their economies 
and developed the high-tech computer hardware and 
software capacities, based upon information rather than 
“manual labor,” that have had transforming effects on 
the global economy. As a result of these technological 
trends, Bill Gates of Microsoft has become one of the 
richest multibillionaires in the world. The Internet was 
developed in the late 1960s through the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense. At first, the Internet was developed 
to help scientists and engineers working together on 
defense-related projects communicate research findings 
more easily to one another. However, the Internet today 
is used not just by scientists and academics to conduct 
research or to download music, but also by multina-
tional corporations that have integrated the global eco-
nomic developments among many societies.  

These economic aspects of globalization are also read-
ily visible to most people today. When consumers buy their 
clothing in the United States from the Gap, Walmart, Banana 
Republic, or other retailers, they find that most of it is pro-
duced in Asia, the Caribbean, Latin America, or islands in the 
Pacific. Automobile manufacturers such as Ford, Chrysler, 
and GM have plants all over the world, including China, 
Mexico, and Europe. These auto companies are now trans-
national corporations; Ford and GM have joint production 
programs with Japanese and South Korean auto manufac-
turers such as Honda, Toyota, Mitsubishi, and Hyundai and 
have manufacturing plants in the United States, Europe, 
Latin America, and Asia. The Honda Accord is produced in 
Ohio, but Dodge vehicles are produced outside the United 
States. As we shall discuss further in Chapter 17 on con-
temporary global trends, multinational corporations are 
continually merging into large conglomerates to promote 

The September 11, 2001 tragedy in 
New York City. 
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more economic efficiency and international manufactur-
ing and marketing to enhance their revenues. For example, 
this textbook is produced by Pearson Publishing, a British-
based corporation owned by a large communications and 
media company, Viacom, which owns many subsidiary com-
panies such as Simon and Schuster, Prentice Hall, and Allyn & 
Bacon, which publish books and educational materials all 
over the world. 

As we saw in Chapter 7, economic anthropologists 
study the production, distribution, and consumption of 
goods and services in different societies. Today, these eco-
nomic anthropologists are focusing on how the economies 
of different societies are being transformed by these glo-
balization factors. One important topic now being studied 
by anthropologists is what has been termed  outsourcing.
In later chapters, we discuss the consequences of the re-
location of manufacturing plants such as Nike to regions 
in Asia to enhance revenues and reduce the costs of la-
bor for multinational corporations. Most recently, one of 
the consequences of postindustrial developments is a 
new trend in the relocation of white-collar informa-
tion technology (IT) jobs from the United States, Japan, 
and Europe to areas such as India and China. Many 
Americans and other Westerners have been alarmed by the 
fact that many engineering, computer-related service, chip 
design, tax form service, and telecommunications jobs are 
now being relocated to India or China. When Americans 
have a problem with their Microsoft Word documents, 
they call an 800 number for Microsoft and often talk to 
someone in China or India about how to solve these 
problems. As the cost has fallen for the development of 
fiber- optics cable that connect computers and telecom-
m u n i c a t i o n devices in Asia with 
Europe and America, engineers 
and o the r IT workers can use 
high-speed data transmission to 
produce soft- ware for companies 

within India and China. Economists predict that by 
2015, the United States will shift some 3.3 million 
IT jobs to India. India is adding some 2 million 
college graduates a year, most of them with degrees 
in engineering and IT. The cost for hiring an engineer in 
the U.S. is approximately $50–$60 an hour compared 
to $25–$30 an hour in India or China (Cherian 2010). 

Globalization: General 
Theoretical Approaches 
Social scientists have used three major theoretical ap-
proaches to examine globalization: modernization theory, 
dependency theory, and world-systems theory. Each has 
provided a model for analyzing the impact of globaliza-
tion on industrial and nonindustrial societies. 

Modernization Theory 
The historical intellectual heritage of what is called mod-
ernization theory is associated with the prolific German 
scholar and sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920). To some 
extent, Weber was reacting to the earlier ideas of Karl 
Marx (discussion to follow), who argued that the “material 
conditions,” including technology, environment, and the 
economy, determined or influenced the cultural beliefs 
and ideas of different people within a society. In contrast, 
Weber recognized that cultural values and beliefs had a 
very significant influence on the development of particu-
lar technological and economic conditions in a society. He 
focused on the relationship of cultural values to economic 
action and behavior. Weber’s views on the moderniza-
tion of society have influenced many economic, histori-
cal, sociological, and anthropological interpretations. He 
noted that all humans provided significance and meaning 
to their orientations, practical actions, and behavior in the 
world (Keyes 2002). Modernization theory absorbed We-
ber’s view and emphasized how ideas, beliefs, and val-
ues have transforming effects on practical activity within 
society. Societies are products not just of technology and 
a particular mode of production or economy, but also of 
culture, which shapes and influences the modes of think-
ing and significance for action within a society. 

Using a broad cross-cultural and global approach, 
modernization theorists relying on Weber’s model maintain 
that premodern and preindustrial societies were  traditional
in their worldview, whereas people in modern industrial 
capitalist societies endorsed rationality. While traditional 
societies were guided by sentiments and beliefs passed 
from generation to generation, modern societies embraced 
rationality and used deliberate strategies, including scien-
tific methods, to pursue efficient means to obtain particular 
goals. Like Weber, the modernization theorists argued that 
traditional cultural beliefs are swept away by the process 
of rationalization as a society modernizes. They view the 
rationalization of society as the historical change from a tra-
ditional worldview to scientific rationality as the dominant 
mode of human thought and action. Bill Gates. 
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One of the most influential books that Weber wrote, 
which later influenced the modernization approach to glo-
balization, was The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capi-
talism (1904). In that work, Weber sought to understand the 
values that influenced the emergence of industrial capitalist 
society. Through a historical analysis, he theorized that the 
specific values of hard work, thrift, and discipline as exhib-
ited within the Calvinist religious tradition in Europe in the 
seventeenth century resulted in more rational, scientific, and 
efficient technological and economic conditions, ushering 
in the development of industrial capitalism, or modernity.  

Modernization Theory and the Cold War
Although modernization theory had its roots in 
nineteenth-century Enlightenment ideas, as espoused 

by Max Weber and other social scientists, it became 
the leading model for understanding globalization in 
the 1950s in the context of the Cold War between the 
United States and the Soviet Union. During that period, 
these two superpowers were competing for economic 
resources and the political allegiance of different nations. 
Modernization theory provided a model to explain how 
social and cultural change could take place in all societ-
ies through industrial capitalism. 

One of the most influential proponents of modern-
ization is the American economist W. W. Rostow, who 
was an advisor to presidents during the Cold War years. 
Rostow argued that although modernization occurred 
first in the West, it can occur in all societies, provided that 
those societies meet certain preconditions. According to 

Anti-globalization protestors. 

Outsourcing technical and service 
occupations from postindustrial societies 
to India and other areas is a major aspect 
of globalization today. 
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Rostow (1978), evolution from a traditional preindustrial 
society to a modern industrial society takes place through 
five general stages: 

1. Traditional stage. Premodern societies are unlikely 
to become modernized because of traditionalism—
persisting values and attitudes that represent obsta-
cles to economic and political development. Accord-
ing to modernization theorists, traditionalism creates 
a form of “cultural inertia” that keeps premodern 
societies backward and underdeveloped. Tradition-
alism places great significance on maintaining family 
and community relationships and sentiments, which 
inhibit individual freedom, individual achievement, 
and entrepreneurial initiative. For example, many of 
these traditional societies have values that emphasize 
an allegiance to the family and clan, rather than on 
individual achievement. 

2.  Culture-change stage. One of the preconditions for 
modernization involves cultural and value changes.
People must accept the belief that progress is both nec-
essary and beneficial to society and to the individual. 
This belief in progress is linked to an emphasis on in-
dividual achievement, which leads to the emergence 
of individual entrepreneurs who will take the neces-
sary risks for economic progress. Modernization theo-
rists insist that these changes in values can be brought 

about through education and will result in the erosion 
of traditionalism. 

3.  Takeoff stage.  As traditionalism begins to weaken, rates 
of investment and savings will begin to rise. These eco-
nomic changes provide the context for the development 
of industrial capitalist society. England reached this stage 
by about 1783 and the United States, by about 1840. 
Modernization theorists believed that this stage can be 
reached only through foreign aid to support the diffusion 
of education, which will reduce traditionalism and en-
courage the transfer of industrial technology from capital-
ist societies to premodern societies. 

4.  Self-sustained growth stage.  At this stage, the members 
of the society intensify economic progress through the 
implementation of industrial technology. This process in-
volves a consistent reinvestment of savings and capital 
in modern technology. It also includes a commitment to 
mass education to promote advanced skills and modern 
attitudes. As the population becomes more educated, tra-
ditionalism will continue to erode. 

5.  High economic growth stage . This last stage involves the 
achievement of a high standard of living, characterized by 
mass production and consumption of material goods and 
services. Western Europe and the United States achieved 
this stage in the 1920s, and Japan reached it in the 1950s. 

This modernization model includes both noneco-
nomic factors such as cultural values and economic behav-
ior such as individualism and entrepreneurial behavior as 
preconditions for modernization. In fact, as seen in stage 2, 
the changes in attitudes and cultural values are the most 
important prerequisites for eliminating traditionalism and 
generating patterns of achievement. Thus, modernization 
theorists view cultural values and traditionalism as the pri-
mary reasons for the lack of economic development. The 
practical implication that derives from this model is that 
before a country should receive foreign aid, traditionalism 
and the values that support it must be transformed. 

Like Rostow, who drew on Max Weber, psycholo-
gist David McClelland (1973) maintained that a need for 
achievement represents the most important variable in 
producing the process of modernization. McClelland ar-
gued that this need for achievement is not just a desire for 
more material goods, but rather an intrinsic need for sat-
isfaction in achieving success. He believed that this desire 
for achievement leads to increased savings and accumula-
tion of capital. McClelland claimed to have found evidence 
for this need in some non-Protestant countries such as 
Japan, Taiwan, and Korea, as well as in Western countries. 

First, Second, and Third Worlds The modern-
ization model of the Cold War led to the categorization of 
societies into three “worlds”: the First, Second, and Third 
Worlds. According to the modernization theorists, the 
First World is composed of modern industrial states with 
predominantly capitalist economic systems. These societ-
ies became industrialized “first.” Included in this group Max Weber. 
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are Great Britain, Western Europe, Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, Japan, and the United States. The Second
World consists of industrial states that have predominantly 
socialist economies. It includes the former Soviet Union 
countries and many of the former socialist countries of East-
ern Europe—for example, Poland and Hungary. The  Third 
World refers to premodern agricultural states that maintain 
traditionalism. The Third World encompasses the vast ma-
jority of the people in the world, including most of Latin 
America, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. 

Criticisms of Modernization Theory Modern-
ization theory enabled social scientists to identify various 
aspects of social and cultural change that accompany glo-
balization. By the 1960s, however, modernization theory 
had come under attack by a number of critics. One of the 
major criticisms is that the applied model of moderniza-
tion has failed to produce technological and economic 
development in the so-called Third World countries. 
Despite massive injections of foreign aid and education 
projects sponsored by wealthy First World countries, 
most Third World countries remain underdeveloped. An 
underdeveloped society has a low gross national product 
(GNP), the total value of goods and services produced 
by a country. Anthropologists emphasize that one cannot 
understand or explain the evolution of society through 
the precise ladderlike stages postulated by the modern-
ization theorists. Most societies throughout the world ex-
hibit “hybridity” or a complex combination of economic, 
social, political, and cultural beliefs and values. 

Some critics view modernization theory as ethno-
centric, or “Westerncentric.” They believe that this theory 
promotes Western industrial capitalist society as an ideal 
that ought to be encouraged universally. These critics ar-
gue that Western capitalist societies have many problems, 
such as extreme economic inequality and the dislocation 
of community and family ties, and they question whether 
a Western model of modernization is suitable or benefi-
cial for all societies. They do not agree that all societies 
must emulate the West to progress economically. In addi-
tion, they do not want this model of modernity imposed 
on them from outside countries. 

Modernization theorists have also been criticized for 
citing traditional values as obstacles to technological and 
economic development in the Third World. Critics con-
sider this an example of blaming the victim. They charge 
that this argument oversimplifies both the conditions in 
Third World countries and the process of industrializa-
tion as it occurred in the West. For example, anthro-
pologists and historians have recognized that individual 
entrepreneurs in the West and in Japan had a great deal 
of economic freedom, which encouraged independent 
initiative. As discussed in Chapter 12, both Europe and 
Japan experienced historical periods of feudalism when 
their governments did not have systematic control over 
independent economic activities in local regions. Con-
sequently, entrepreneurs had freedom to develop their 

technologies and trading opportunities. In contrast, many 
Third World people have a so-called need to achieve, but 
lack the necessary economic and political institutions and 
opportunities for achievement. 

Another criticism of modernization theory is that it ne-
glects the factors of global economic and political power, 
conflict, and competition within and among societies. For 
example, the wealthier classes in Third World countries 
that have benefited from the new technology and other 
assets from the First World often exploit the labor of the 
lower classes. This conflict and division between classes 
may inhibit economic development. Modernization the-
orists also tend to view First, Second, and Third World 
countries as existing in isolation from one another. 

One other major problem with the moderniza-
tion theorists is that the terms  First, Second, and Third 
World countries are too simplistic today to account for 
the great diversity that anthropologists actually discover 
in these societies. Modernization theory was a product of 
Cold War politics, in which the capitalist West (the First 
World) was in global competition with the socialist East 
(the Second World), and the rest of the world (the Third 
World) was influenced by Cold War politics. However, as 
we shall see in Chapter 17, sweeping changes have been 
transforming the Eastern-bloc countries, including former 
members of the Soviet Union, resulting in the dissipation 
of most Second World socialist societies. In addition, the 
phrase Third World societies tends to lump together many 
societies that are at different levels of socioeconomic 
development. For example, Saudi Arabia, rich in oil re-
sources, cannot be compared with Bangladesh, which has 
very little natural resource wealth upon which to draw. 
Some countries in the so-called Third World are much 
better off economically, with ten to twenty times the na-
tional wealth of other countries. Although the terms  First,
Second, and Third Worlds are still used in the media and 
elsewhere, we should be aware that this terminology is 
a legacy of the Cold War and is no longer relevant to an 
understanding of present-day societies. 

Dependency Theory 
Criticism of modernization theory led to another gen-
eral model and approach that emerged primarily from 
the underdeveloped world. Known as  dependency 
theory, this approach is a model of socioeconomic de-
velopment that explains globalization and the inequality 
among different societies as resulting from the historical 
exploitation of poor, underdeveloped societies by rich, 
developed societies. 

The historical roots of the dependency view of glo-
balization are connected with the well-known German 
social philosopher Karl Marx (1818–1883). As mentioned 
previously in Chapter 6, Marx had argued that the  mate-
rial things of life were primary and that cultural beliefs 
and concepts were secondary. Later, Marx wrote many 
tracts such as Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts
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(1844) and Das Kapital (in English,  Capital ) (1867), which
emphasized his philosophy of materialism, sometimes re-
ferred to as historical materialism. 

According to Marx’s historical materialist thesis, eco-
nomic realities, or what Marx termed the  mode of pro-
duction, which included the way a society organized its 
economy and technology, were the primary determinant 
of human behavior and thought. A second ingredient 
in Marx’s historical materialist thesis was the proposi-
tion that all human history was driven by class struggle,
perpetual conflicts between the groups who owned re-
sources and had political power and those who owned 
very little and had very little political power. Marx and his 
close collaborator Friedrich Engels developed a sweeping 
unilineal and global evolutionary scheme (see  Chapter 6)
based upon the different modes of production that soci-
eties had developed since early prehistory. The earliest 
mode of production was hunting and gathering, followed 
by the development of agriculture, succeeded by feudal-
ism, which evolved into industrial capitalism. Each of 
these different modes of production was transformed by 
class conflicts and struggles, resulting in the successive 
stages of societal evolution. 

Writing at the time of early industrialization and capi-
talism in Europe in the nineteenth century, Marx and 
Engels viewed these developments as causes of exploita-
tion, inequality in wealth and power, and class struggle. 
They believed that a struggle was emerging between the 
bourgeoisie (the owners of factories, mines, and other in-
dustries) and the proletariat (the working class) in indus-
trial capitalist societies such as England, Germany, and 
the United States. They maintained that through this class 
conflict, new modes of production would develop—first 
socialism and eventually communism, which represented 
the end of class conflict, private property, poverty, eco-
nomic exploitation, warfare, and power struggles. 

Dependency theory was influenced by Marxism and 
is associated with theorists such as Andre Gunder Frank, 
who denied that underdevelopment is the product of 
the persistence of traditionalism in preindustrial societ-
ies, as the modernization theorists maintained. These 
dependency theorists instead contend that wealthy in-
dustrialized capitalist countries exploit underdeveloped 
precapitalist societies for the cheap labor and raw materi-
als needed to maintain their own industrial technologies. 
Through this process, impoverished underdeveloped 
countries became economic and political dependencies 
of wealthy industrialized capitalist countries. 

Dependency theorists suggest that mercantilism in-
creased the prosperity and the economic and political 
power of Western nations at the expense of poor nations. 
Especially after 1870, following the early phases of indus-
trialism, a new type of relationship developed between 
industrialized and nonindustrialized societies. As manu-
facturing expanded, the industrial nations’ needs for raw 
materials and markets for their manufactured goods in-
creased. Also, changing patterns of consumption created 

more demands for new foodstuffs and goods such as 
tea, coffee, sugar, and tobacco from nonindustrialized re-
gions. The availability of cheap labor in underdeveloped 
countries contributed to increasing wealth and profits in 
industrial nations. Thus, according to dependency theo-
rists, the wealth and prosperity of the industrial capitalist 
countries was due largely to the exploitation of the un-
derdeveloped world. 

The need for raw materials, consumer goods, cheap 
labor, and markets led to increasing  imperialism, the eco-
nomic and political control of a particular nation or territory 
by an external nation. Although imperialism had developed 
among preindustrial agricultural states, it did not involve 
the whole world. In contrast, industrial countries such 
as Great Britain, the United States, France, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Russia, and Japan divided the non-
industrialized areas into “spheres of economic and political 
influence.” Most of the nonindustrialized regions became 
colonies that exported raw materials and provided labor 
and other commodities for the industrialized nations. 

Dependency theorists categorize the industrial capi-
talist countries as the metropole societies that maintain 
dependent satellite countries in the underdeveloped 
world. Through the organization of the world economy 
by the industrial capitalist societies, the surpluses of com-
modities produced by cheap labor flow from the satellites 
to the metropole. The satellites remain underdeveloped 
because of economic and political domination by the 
metropole. Despite the fact that many satellite countries 
have become politically independent from their former 
colonial rulers, the emergence of multinational corpora-
tions based in the industrialized capitalist societies has 
produced a new form of imperialism,  neoimperialism.
The industrial capitalist societies control foreign aid, in-
ternational financial institutions such as the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and interna-
tional political institutions such as the United Nations, all 
of which function to maintain their dominant position. 

Criticisms of Dependency Theory Unlike mod-
ernization theory, the dependency approach demon-
strates that no society evolves and develops in isolation. 
By examining the interrelationships between the political 
economies of industrial capitalist and precapitalist coun-
tries, theorists showed conclusively that some aspects of 
underdevelopment are related to the dynamics of power, 
conflict, class relations, and exploitation. 

Critics, however, have noted a number of flaws in 
the dependency approach. Generally, dependency the-
ory tends to be overly pessimistic. It suggests that de-
pendency and impoverishment can be undone only by 
a radical restructuring of the world economy to reallo-
cate wealth and resources from wealthy industrial capi-
talist countries to impoverished precapitalist countries. 
Economic development, however, has occurred in some 
countries that have had extensive contact with indus-
trial capitalist societies. Notably, Japan moved from an 
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underdeveloped society to a wealthy industrial capital-
ist position after the 1950s. Other countries such as Tai-
wan and South Korea have also developed in a similar 
manner. In contrast, some poor societies that have had 
less contact with the industrial capitalist societies remain 
highly undeveloped. 

Critics also point out that dependency theorists ne-
glect the internal conditions of underdeveloped countries 
that may inhibit economic development. Rapid popula-
tion growth, famine and hunger, the excessive control of 
the economy by centralized governments, and, in some 
instances, traditional cultural values may inhibit eco-
nomic development. 

World-Systems Theory 
Another general model that tried to explain global trends 
is known as world-systems theory. World-systems the-
orists maintain that the socioeconomic differences and 
inequalities among various societies are a result of an in-
terlocking global political economy. The world-systems 
model represents a response to both modernization and 
dependency theories. Sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein, 
who developed the world-systems approach, agrees with 
the dependency theorists that the industrial nations pros-
per through the economic domination and exploitation 
of nonindustrial peoples. His world-systems model (1974, 
1979, 1980) places all countries in one of three general 
categories: core, peripheral, and semiperipheral. Core so-
cieties are the powerful industrial nations that exercise 

economic domination over other regions. Most nonindus-
trialized countries are classified as peripheral societies,
which have very little control over their own economies 
and are dominated by the core societies. Wallerstein 
notes that between the core and peripheral countries are 
the semiperipheral societies, which are somewhat in-
dustrialized and have some economic autonomy, but are 
not as advanced as the core societies (see Figures 13.1a 
and 13.1b). In the world-systems model, the core, periph-
ery, and semiperiphery are inextricably connected, form-
ing a global economic and political network. No societies 
are isolated from this global web of connections. 

Unlike dependency theorists, Wallerstein believes that 
under specific historical circumstances a peripheral soci-
ety can develop economically. For example, during the 
worldwide depression of the 1930s, some peripheral Latin 
American countries, such as Brazil and Mexico, advanced 
to a semiperipheral position. Wallerstein also explains the 
recent rapid economic development of countries such as 
Taiwan and South Korea in terms of their favored status 
by core societies. Because the United States was in com-
petition with the Soviet Union and feared the emergence 
of communism in Asia, it invested huge amounts of tech-
nology and capital in Taiwan and South Korea. 

Criticisms of World-Systems Theory Although
Wallerstein’s world-systems theory has some advantages 
over modernization and dependency theories, critics 
note some weaknesses (Shannon 1988). One criticism is 

Core

Semiperiphery

Periphery

Figure 13.1(a) The world system around 1900. 
Source: From  Macrosociology: An Introduction to Human Societies, 4th ed., by Stephen K. Sanderson. Copyright © 1999. All rights reserved. Reprinted 
by permission of Allyn & Bacon. 
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that the theory focuses exclusively on economic factors 
at the expense of noneconomic factors such as politics 
and cultural traditions. In addition, it fails to address the 
question of why trade between industrial and nonindus-
trial nations must always be exploitative. Some theorists 
have noted that in certain cases peripheral societies ben-
efit from the trade with core societies in that, for exam-
ple, they may need Western technology to develop their 
economies (Chirot 1986). 

Although world-systems theory has been helpful in 
allowing for a more comprehensive and flexible view of 
global economic and political interconnections, it is not 
a perfected model. However, the terms used by Waller-
stein, such as core, semiperipheral, and peripheral, have 
been adopted widely by the social sciences. These terms 
did illustrate how different types of global networks in-
terrelate and provided a much-needed substitute for the 
older terminology of  First, Second, and Third Worlds.

Anthropological Analysis 
and Globalization 
Before the 1960s, many anthropologists were influ-
enced by the modernization approach, which tended 
to view societies in isolation. Since the development of 
the dependency and world-systems perspectives, how-
ever, anthropologists have become more attuned to the 
global perspective. For example, a pioneering book 
on globalization by the late Eric Wolf,  Europe and the 

People without History ([1982] 1997), reflected these de-
velopments in anthropological thought. Wolf espoused a 
global perspective by drawing on modernization, depen-
dency, and world-systems approaches, while criticizing 
all of them for their weaknesses. Yet, as more in-depth 
ethnographic research has been conducted throughout 
the world, anthropologists have become more skeptical 
of these general approaches. Such labels as traditional,
modern, metropole-satellite, and  peripheral are too sim-
plistic to classify realistically the diverse economic and 
cultural traditions in the world. Anthropologists discov-
ered that there are no predictable, unilineal, or unalter-
able patterns of societal evolution. Many anthropologists 
refer to themselves as studying globalization “from be-
low” by focusing on the people in local areas being 
affected by these multinational technological and interna-
tional economic and political policies that are produced 
by globalization. Additionally, cultural anthropologists 
find that globalization is not a process dominated by 
the major industrialized capitalist or socialist countries; 
rather, it is a nuanced process of interactive relations be-
tween the local and global levels. As Wolf emphasized in 
The People without History ([1982] 1997), ethnographers 
must attend to the study of local-level processes, as well 
as integrating an empirical understanding of the global 
trends that are incorporated at the local level. Sometimes 
anthropologists refer to this glocalization—absorbing 
and localizing the global—as an indicator of what this 
process entails. 

Core

Semiperiphery

Periphery

Socialist and Postsocialist States

Figure 13.1(b) The world system, 2000. 
Source: From  Macrosociology: An Introduction to Human Societies , 4th ed., by Stephen K. Sanderson. Copyright © 1999. All rights reserved. Reprinted 
by permission of Allyn & Bacon. 
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Following the end of the Cold War in the 1990s, 
a new paradigm of economic development began to 
emerge, primarily from within the United States. This 
model of economic development incorporated some ele-
ments of modernization theory, but it also reflected the 
expansion and predominance of a capitalist economic 
system that resulted in the subsequent decline of social-
ism in most societies after the end of the Cold War. This 
model of economic development is referred to as neo-
liberalism. Neoliberalism is a philosophical, political, 
and economic strategy that focuses on reducing govern-
ment regulation and interference within the domestic 
economy and on cutting back on social services that are 
deemed to be a drag on a free market global economy. 
It emphasizes fewer restrictions on both capitalist busi-
ness operations and property rights. Neoliberalism tends 
to reject unionism for labor, environmentalism, and so-
cial justice causes that would interfere with capitalist 
enterprises. These neoliberal economic projects were 
adopted by the World Bank and the IMF in the 1990s 
to enhance the expansion of capitalism after the Cold 
War. Since the 1990s, anthropologists have been describ-
ing the consequences of these global policies for dif-
ferent countries and local levels throughout the world. 
The consequences of these neoliberal policies will be 
discussed in later chapters. 

Globalization, Politics, 
and Culture 
Aside from economic developments, some recent global-
ization models that focus on political interrelationships and 
culture have been associated with particular political sci-
entists. In one major book, Jihad vs. McWorld: Terrorism’s 
Challenge to Democracy (2001), political scientist Benja-
min Barber argues that globalization represented by the 
spread of McWorld (McDonald’s, Macintosh computers, 
and Mickey Mouse) through many societies has resulted in 
jihad (the Arabic term for “Holy War” and defense of the 
Islamic faith) by those who resist these global trends and, 
therefore, react in antagonistic ways, including supporting 
terrorism of the sort that led to 9/11. Barber emphasizes 
how the proliferation of McDonald’s restaurants and the ex-
pansion of (unless you mean Disneyland) and other related 
cultural trends have imposed cultural homogeneity or dom-
ination in the media, individual consumption preferences, 
politics, religion, and other institutions in the world. The 
jihad reaction (which is not limited to the Islamic world) 
includes many other local-level political and religious re-
sponses to McWorld’s cultural uniformity. For example, the 
country of France has mounted protests against McDon-
ald’s “fast food” as representing an assault on the “slow 
food” of French cooking. In addition, France has tried to 
limit the amount of English vocabulary that penetrates the 
media through films and television programs from America. 
Barber gives many other examples of jihad that represent a 
defense of an indigenous culture from the McWorld global 

tendency, some of which have become extremely violent 
and dangerous. 

Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington wrote 
The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World 
Order (1996), another well-known analysis of globaliza-
tion that continues to resonate with many people in the 
West and other regions of the world. In this influential 
book, Huntington argues that a unitary “Western civili-
zation and culture” is at odds with “Islamic civilization 
and culture,” “Hindu civilization and culture,” and “Confu-
cian civilization and culture.” Huntington argues that these 
Islamic and Asian cultures do not have the institutions for 
developing civil democratic societies, individualism, free 
markets, or other elements that will enable them to coex-
ist peacefully with Western culture. He envisions these 
cultural and regional blocs as fragmenting the world or-
der and resulting in more conflict and instability through-
out the world. Huntington’s perspective has perpetuated 
a view that has been widely accepted within both the 
West and the Islamic world, especially after the tragedy of 
9/11 and the aftermath of the United States-led invasions 
of Afghanistan and Iraq. Huntington has been an influ-
ential political advisor to the U.S. government, includ-
ing the State Department. His clash-of-civilizations thesis 
has been used to develop foreign policy strategies in the 
Islamic world and in Asia since its initial publication. 

Cultural anthropologists who do current ethno-
graphic research in the Islamic world or Asia are critical 
of the sweeping generalizations perpetuated by Barber 
and Huntington. In contrast to these political scientists, 
who generally interview the political elites of these dif-
ferent countries and read the religious doctrines of 
these people, ethnographers live among these people 
on a day-to-day basis for years and observe and inter-
view them. Cultural anthropologists do not just interview 
the political elites; they also interview and observe the 
middle class, working class, peasants and rural villag-
ers, religious clerics of all levels, and other indigenous 
people. They find tremendous diversity in terms of reli-
gions, ethnic groups, and politics, as well as in terms of 
aspects of civil society, within these regions. The views 
of Huntington and Barber are also based on antiquated 
understandings of “culture” as forms of fixed beliefs and 
values shared within a “homogeneous civilization.” This 
understanding of fixed and widely shared “culture” is 
not found in non-Western societies (or any society) by 
cultural anthropologists. People in both non-Western Is-
lamic and Asian (and Western) societies are constantly 
reinterpreting and transforming their cultural conceptions 
as they are exposed to rapid changes through the Inter-
net, the media, consumption patterns, and other results 
on globalization processes. Cultural anthropologists find 
that there is no uniform “Islamic culture or civilization,” 
“Confucian culture or civilization,” “Asian culture or civi-
lization,” or “Western culture or civilization,” despite the 
rhetoric that political and religious leaders espouse in 
these respective regions (Eickelman and Piscatori 2004; 
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Scupin 2003c, 2006a, 2007a). There are considerable vari-
ations in culture among the peoples in all these regions 
of the world. These so-called civilizations and cultures 
have been cross-fertilizing one another for generations, 
and simplistic stereotypes cannot summarize the enor-
mous diversity in culture that exists in these societies. 

Globalization and Indigenous 
Peoples
We discussed how the modernization theorists during 
the Cold War years divided the world into three major 
types of societies: the First, Second, and Third Worlds. 
However, as we have seen, anthropologists have done 
much research on band, tribal, and chiefdom societies 
(Chapters 8, 9, and 10). Sometimes these societies are 
referred to as the  indigenous or aboriginal, or first na-
tion societies indicating the fact that these societies were 

the initial native peoples in a particular region. Another 
phrase used for these peoples is Fourth World societies, 
adding another classification to the First, Second, and 
Third World categories. 

The expansion of globalization often produced trau-
matic and violent changes in many of these indigenous so-
cieties. These peoples were absorbed as subordinate ethnic 
groups in larger nation-states or in some cases became ex-
tinct. When absorbed, they usually were forced to abandon 
their traditional language and culture, a process anthropol-
ogists refer to as ethnocide. In other situations, aboriginal 
peoples faced genocide, the physical extermination of a 
particular group of people. The Tasmanians of Australia 
and some Native American groups were deliberately killed 
so that colonists could take their lands and resources. The 
attitudes of the Europeans toward these indigenous peo-
ples reflected racism and ethnocentrism, which resulted in 
many massacres of these aboriginal peoples. 

ERIC WOLF: 
A Global Anthropologist  

Eric Wolf was born in Vienna, 
Austria, in 1923. After elemen-
tary school, he went to gymna-

sium, a combined middle school and 
high school, in Czechoslovakia. At an 
early age, he was exposed to many 
diverse ethnic groups and nationalistic 
movements. His parents later sent him 
to England, where he fi rst discovered 
the natural sciences. In 1940, Wolf 
came to the United States to attend 
Queens College. He majored in a va-
riety of subjects until he fi nally settled 
on anthropology. In 1943, he joined 
the U.S. Army and saw combat in It-
aly, returning with a Silver Star and a 
Purple Heart. After World War II, Wolf 
completed his studies at Queens Col-
lege and then went on to graduate 
from Columbia University, where he 
had studied with Ruth Benedict and 
Julian Steward. He did ethnographic 
fi eldwork in Puerto Rico, Mexico, and 
the Italian Alps. 

Having been exposed to peasant 
groups during his childhood in Europe, 
Wolf focused his studies on the peas-
antry in different parts of the world. 

Through his fi eldwork in areas such as 
Puerto Rico and Mexico, he became 
interested in how peasants adjust to 
global change. In a number of essays, 
he refined the analytical approach to 
understanding the peasantry. His early 
books include Sons of the Shaking 
Earth (1959), an overview of the his-
torical transformations in Mesoamerica 
caused by Spanish colonialism; Peas-
ants (1966), an analytic treatment of 
peasants throughout the world; and 
Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Cen-
tury (1969), an examination of peasant 
revolutions. 

Because of the success of his early 
books and his global perspective in his 
comprehensive  Europe and the People 
without History ([1982] 1997), Wolf has 
exerted a tremendous influence upon 
many anthropologists and other so-
cial scientists.  Europe and the People 
without History won several awards 
and Wolf was awarded a grant from 
the MacArthur Foundation, frequently 
called the “genius” award. Candidates 
are recommended by 100 anonymous 
nominators and reviewed by panels 
of experts. Recipients can spend the 
grant money as they wish on their own 
research projects. Wolf wrote another 

infl uential text called  Envisioning Power
(1999) about ideology and its relation-
ship to political economy, global devel-
opments, and culture. 

Eric Wolf died in March 1999, but 
his contributions to anthropologi-
cal thought and his emphasis on the 
global perspective will endure forever 
within the profession. 
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Vanishing Foragers 
As seen in Chapter 8, most contemporary bands, or for-
aging societies, have survived in marginal environments: 
deserts, tropical rain forests, and Arctic regions. Because 
these lands are not suitable for agriculture, foragers lived 
in relative isolation from surrounding populations. Fol-
lowing the emergence of industrial states and the exten-
sive globalization induced by industrialism, these former 
marginal areas became attractive as unsettled frontiers 
with low population densities and bountiful and valuable 
natural resources such as land, timber, energy resources, 
and minerals. Industrial states have expanded into these 
regions, searching for energy supplies and resources such 
as oil and minerals in the deserts and Arctic areas and land 
and timber from the tropical rain forests. One result of 
this process has been increased contact between global-
ization processes and foraging societies, often with tragic 
results such as ethnocide, and sometimes even genocide.

The Ju/’hoansi San The bands of the African des-
erts and tropical rain forests have been devastated by 
confrontations with expanding industrial states and glo-
balization. The Ju/’hoansi San people of the Kalahari 
Desert, who, before the 1950s, had little contact with in-
dustrialized nations, are now caught in the midst of forced 
change. Many of the Ju/’hoansi San live in Botswana and 
Namibia, which for many years were controlled by the 
more industrialized country of South Africa. Beginning in 
the 1960s, the South African government began to ex-
pand into the Kalahari Desert. In the process, it restricted 
the Ju/’hoansi San hunting territories and attempted to 
resettle them in a confined reservation at Tjum!kui, which 
represented only 11 percent of their ancestral land (Hitch-
cock et al. 1996; Hitchcock 2004a). It further attempted 
to introduce the Ju/’hoansi San to agriculture—the cul-
tivation of maize, melons, sorghum, and tobacco—and 
cattle raising. Because of the unsuitability of the land and 
inadequate water supplies, however, these activities have 
not succeeded. Consequently, the Ju/’hoansi San have be-
come increasingly dependent on government rations of 
corn, salt, sugar, and tobacco. 

In both Botswana and Namibia, the only economic 
opportunities for Ju/’hoansi San males lie in doing menial 
chores, clearing fields, and building roads. The government 
initially paid Ju/’hoansi San laborers with mealie (ground 
corn), sugar, or tobacco but eventually switched to money. 
The introduction of this cash economy transformed tradi-
tional relationships in Ju/’hoansi San society. People who 
previously had embraced a reciprocal exchange system that 
enhanced their kinship and social ties now had to adjust to 
a system in which resources were managed for one’s own 
family. Conflicts arose between those who wanted to share 
and others who were forced to become self-interested and 
hide resources even from their own kin. 

In some of the areas where the Ju/’hoansi San were 
settled, population began to increase. This is a typical 

consequence of a shift from a foraging to a settled life. 
With increased crowding came epidemics, particularly 
tuberculosis that has claimed many lives. Moreover, in 
response to the rapid transformation of their lifestyle, 
many Ju/’hoansi San resorted to frequent drinking. Much 
of their newly acquired cash from employment went into 
alcohol consumption, and alcoholism became a problem 
for many. 

Other Ju/’hoansi San males at the Tjum!kui reserva-
tion were recruited by the South African military to en-
gage in campaigns during the 1960s and 1970s against 
the South-West African People’s Organization (SWAPO), 
guerrilla insurgents who opposed the South African re-
gime. The Ju/’hoansi San were valued as soldiers because 
they were good trackers and courageous fighters. Most of 
them, however, were unaware of the geopolitical strate-
gies and racist policies of the South African government. 
They were simply attracted to military service by the 
promise of high wages. 

Richard Lee believed that this involvement in the 
South African military increased the amount of violence 
in Ju/’hoansi San society. Lee documented only twenty-
two cases of homicide among all the Ju/’hoansi between 
1922 and 1955. In contrast, seven murders were recorded 
in a single village known as Chum!kwe during the brief 
period from 1978 to 1980, a major increase (Lee 1993). 
According to Lee, the aggressive values and norms as-
sociated with militarism increased the tendency toward 
violence in Ju/’hoansi San society. 

The confinement to the reservation and the restric-
tion from hunting-and-gathering subsistence resulted in 
reduced access to protein, foods, and other items for re-
ciprocal exchanges; a decline in handicraft production; 
and rising dissatisfaction and frustration by the Ju/’hoansi 
San people toward the outsiders and the government that 
controlled their land (Biesle 2000). In addition, increas-
ing health and social problems, including higher suicide 
and murder rates, alcoholism, more patriarchal control and 
abuse of women, and increases in sexually transmitted 
diseases, including HIV/AIDs infections, have resulted in 
higher mortality rates (Hitchcock 2004b). 

Since the 1990s, many of the San people have been 
involved in legal battles with their governments over 
land and hunting rights. In Botswana, the government 
has been trying to relocate the San from their ancestral 
land in the Central Kalahari Desert to other locations. 
The Botswana government has claimed that these San 
people needed to take up an agricultural lifestyle and 
abandon their traditional hunting-gathering way of life. 
In three different relocation events, San homes, health 
centers, schools, and water supplies were destroyed and 
shut down by the government. The San were placed on 
resettlement camps outside of the Kalahari and had no 
access to hunting or their traditional lands. Although the 
government has denied that they were forcing the San 
off their ancestral land, the Botswana courts ruled that 
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the attempt at relocation was unconstitutional. Oppo-
nents of the relocation have said that real motivation for 
these government actions was because diamonds were 
discovered in the 1980s and the government wants to use 
the Kalahari as a tourist attraction. In 2006, the Botswana 
courts ruled that the San could go back to their ancestral 
land to continue their traditional lifestyle; however, the 
government has tried to prevent them from resettling by 
blocking their access to water supplies and denying them 
hunting permits (Survival International 2010). In April 
2008, the Human Rights Council of the United Nations 
criticized the Botswana government for not allowing the 
San to return to their ancestral land. 

In Namibia, the Ju/’hoansi San established what is 
known as a conservancy to oversee the wildlife resources 
in the region. It is a block of communal land of about 
9,000 square kilometers on which people can utilize the 
wildlife resources and make decisions about land use. 
A number of game animals such as the springbok and 
eland were imported into the area to promote tourism in 
the area. This conservancy, called Nyae Nyae, has been 
successful in producing income for the group and giving 
assistance for conservation projects. However, a number 
of refugees have flooded into Namibia from an ongoing 
war in neighboring Angola, which has created problems 
for resettling these populations in the Kalahari region. To 
some degree, these refugees threatened the conservancy 
projects in Namibia (Hitchcock and Biesle 2002; Biesle 
2000). It remains to be seen as to whether the San people 
of the Kalahari will be able to adapt to these new devel-
opments established by governments to preserve game 
animals for tourism purposes in Namibia and Botswana. 
The consensus among anthropologists is that the indig-
enous people must be involved in the decision-making 
regarding the outcomes of globalization and government 
policies in Africa and elsewhere (Dowie 2009). 

The Mbuti The late Colin Turnbull examined cases 
of African foragers who have faced decimation through 
forced cultural change. Turnbull did the major ethno-
graphic study, discussed in Chapter 8, of the Mbuti of 
the Ituri rain forest of the Congo, formerly Zaire. He 
noted (1963, 1983) that the Mbuti had been in contact 
with outsiders for centuries, but had chosen to retain 
their traditional hunting-and-gathering way of life. During 
the colonial period in what was then the Belgian Congo, 
however, government officials tried to resettle the Mbuti 
on plantations outside the forest. 

Following the colonial period, the newly indepen-
dent government of Zaire continued the same policies of 
forced resettlement. In the government’s view, this move 
would “emancipate” the Mbuti, enabling them to contrib-
ute to the economy and to participate in the national po-
litical process (Turnbull 1983). The Mbuti would become 
national citizens and would also be subject to taxation. 
Model villages were built outside the forest with Mbuti 

labor. Convinced by government officials that they would 
benefit, many Mbuti at first supported these relocation 
projects.

The immediate results of this resettlement, however, 
were disastrous. Turnbull visited the model villages and 
found many of the Mbuti suffering from various diseases. 
Because the Mbuti were unaccustomed to living a sed-
entary life, they lacked knowledge of proper sanitation. 
Turnbull found that the Mbuti water had become con-
taminated and that the change of diet from forest prod-
ucts to cultivated crops had created nutritional problems. 

More recently, globalization has had other effects on 
many of the Mbuti people. In 1992, as a result of inter-
national pressure, the government created an area called 
the Okapi Faunal Reserve or “green zone” to conserve the 
rain forest and indirectly to preserve the Mbuti way of 
life. The law protecting the reserve decreed that poaching 
protected animals like elephants, leopards, chimpanzees,
and gorillas was forbidden (Tshombe 2001). However, 
the “green zone” has not been protected due to the ex-
treme political and institutional crises faced by the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo. This region has been 
besieged by civil wars and the erosion of political control 
and stability. Due to this weakening of the state, immi-
grants began to flow into the Ituri forest to clear land 
for agriculture, which resulted in the rapid deterioration 
of the soil. Multinational companies continued logging 
throughout the forest area, and elephant poaching in-
creased, with the killing of about a hundred elephants 
between 1998 and 2000. 

One of the most devastating consequences in the 
Ituri forest came from the introduction of coltan mining 
(Harden 2001). Coltan is a mineral that is found in the 
forests of the Congo near where the Mbuti live. Coltan 
is refined in the United States and Europe into tantalum, 
which is a metallic element that is used in capacitors and 
other electronic components for computers, cell phones, 
and pagers. The electronics and computer industries are 
heavily dependent on coltan. Many of the Mbuti have 
been recruited by the mining industry to dig for coltan. 
They chop down great swaths of the rain forest and dig 
large holes in the forest floor to obtain this vital min-
eral, which is used in electronic equipment far away from 
the Ituri forest. The Mbuti use picks and shovels to dig 
out this mineral, which was worth $80 a kilogram in the 
early part of 2001. They could earn as much as $2,000 
a month, which represented more cash wages than the 
Mbuti had ever seen. Thousands of other immigrants be-
gan to pour into the area to take advantage of this new 
profitable mineral needed by the high-tech businesses of 
the postindustrial societies. 

This encounter between the high-tech world and 
the Ituri forest resulted in painful circumstances for the 
Mbuti. First, the mining created major environmental 
damage to the rain forest, which these people depended 
on in their hunting and gathering. The streams of the 
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forest were polluted, trees were cut down, and the large 
holes in the ground ruined the environment. The grow-
ing migrant population began to poach and kill the low-
land gorillas and other animals for food. Lowland gorillas 
have been reduced to fewer than 1,000, and other forest 
animals were overhunted. Along with the increase of the 
population in the mining camps came prostitution, the 
abuse of alcohol, conflict, exploitation by outside groups, 
and the spread of diseases such as gonorrhea.  

Additionally, by the spring of 2001, the price of 
coltan fell from $80 to $8 a kilogram. A slump in cell 
phone sales and the decrease in the high-tech economy 
created a glut of coltan on the global market, which had 
consequences for the people of the rain forest. Mining 
camps that had ravaged the rain forest were still filled 
with migrants, prostitutes, and some of the Mbuti people, 
but many people abandoned these mining camps. How-
ever, some Mbuti have not returned to their traditional 
hunting-and-gathering way of life. Many of them lost the 
land that sustained their way of life. The weakness of 
the state, civil wars, and ethnic conflict surrounding the 
Mbuti enabled outsiders to take over their forest land. 
Globalization resulted in ecological damage and social 
and cultural dislocations for the Mbuti people in a very 
short period of time. 

Despite the consequences of globalization and its im-
pact on these foragers of the rain forest, some of these 
people have been adjusting to their new circumstances. 
Some of the Baka foragers of Cameroon have established 
themselves outside of the rainforest with schools, hospi-
tals, and other modern facilities. Some of the Baka even 
travel to Europe to perform their traditional music and 
dance. And despite the fact that the Baka are a very small 

minority in Cameroon, they have established themselves 
as very effective administrators throughout the country. 
This success among the Baka debunks the simplistic ste-
reotype of “pygmies” in Africa as being “undeveloped” 
and “unintelligent.” At the same time, globalization and 
its subsequent developments have led to rising rates 
of epidemic diseases including the HIV-AIDs problem 
among the former foraging populations (Froment 2004). 

Tribes in Transition 
The process of globalization that began with increased 
contact between societies throughout the world has dra-
matically affected many horticulturalist and pastoralist 
tribes. For example, many Native American societies suf-
fered serious disruptions as a result of European coloni-
zation of the Americas. The Spanish, French, Dutch, and 
British came to the Americas in search of precious met-
als, furs, and land for settlement. Each of these countries 
had different experiences with the indigenous peoples 
of North America. But wherever the Europeans settled, 
indigenous tribes were usually devastated through de-
population, deculturation, and, in many cases, physical 
extinction. 

North American Horticulturalists The colli-
sion of cultures and political economies between Native 
Americans and Europeans can be illustrated by the expe-
riences of the Iroquois of New York State. The traditional 
horticulturalist system of the Iroquois was described ear-
lier. British and French settlers established a fur trade with 
the Iroquois and nearby peoples during the late 1600s. 
French traders offered weapons, glass beads, liquor, and 

The Mbuti people have been 
traumatically infl uenced by 
globalization processes. 
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ammunition to the Iroquois in exchange for beaver skins. 
Eventually, the Iroquois abandoned their traditional econ-
omy of horticulture supplemented by limited hunting to 
supply the French with fur pelts. The French appointed 
various capitans among the Iroquois to manage the fur 
trade. This resulted in the decline of the tribe’s traditional 
social and political order (Kehoe 1995; Sutton 2007). 

Meanwhile, the intensive hunting of beaver led to a 
scarcity of fur in the region, which occurred just as the 
Iroquois were becoming more dependent on European 
goods. The result was increased competition between Eu-
ropean traders and various Native Americans who were 
linked to the fur trade. The Iroquois began to raid other 
tribal groups, such as the Algonquins, who traded with the 
British. Increasing numbers of Iroquois males were drawn 
into more extensive warfare. Many other Native American 
tribal peoples also became entangled in the economic, 
political, and military conflicts between the British and 
French over land and resources in North America. 

The Relocation of Native Americans Begin-
ning in the colonial period, many Native American tribes 
were introduced to the European form of intensive agri-
culture, with plows, new types of grains, domesticated 
cattle and sheep, fences, and individual plots of land. 
The white settlers rationalized this process as a means of 
introducing Western civilization to indigenous peoples. 
However, whenever Native Americans became proficient 
in intensive agriculture, many white farmers viewed them 
as a threat. Eventually, following the American Revolu-
tion, the government initiated a policy of removing Na-
tive Americans from their lands to open the frontier for 
white settlers. A process developed in which Native 
Americans were drawn into debt for goods and then 
pressured to cede their lands as payment for these debts 
(Sutton 2007). 

Ultimately, the U.S. government developed the sys-
tem of reservations for resettling the Native American 
population. Under Andrew Jackson in the 1830s, many 
southeastern tribal groups were resettled into western re-
gions such as Oklahoma. In many cases, Native Americans 
were forcibly removed from their land, actions that colo-
nists justified as a way of bringing Western civilization 
and Christianity to these peoples. The removal policies 
led to brutal circumstances such as the Trail of Tears, 
when thousands of Shawnees and Cherokees living in 
Georgia and North Carolina were forced to travel hun-
dreds of miles westward to be resettled. Many died 
of starvation and other physical deprivations on this 
forced march. 

The patterns of land cession were repeated as white 
settlers moved westward. European Americans justified 
these behaviors through the concept of Manifest Destiny, 
the belief that they were responsible for extending the 
benefits of Western civilization throughout the continent. 
Military force frequently was used to overcome Indian 
resistance.

In 1890, Native Americans held title to 137 million 
acres of land. By 1934, these holdings had been reduced 
to 56 million acres. After suffering the dispossession of 
most of their lands, the majority of Native Americans 
were forced to live on reservations, most of which were 
unsuitable for agriculture. Lack of employment opportu-
nities led to increased impoverishment for many of these 
people. The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) oversees the 
reservations. Before 1934, Native Americans were viewed 
as wards of the state, and the BIA established Indian 
schools to introduce “civilization” to Native American 
children. The BIA was empowered to decide whether 
Native Americans could sell or lease their land, send their 
children to boarding schools, or practice their traditional 
religion.

Native North American Indians in the 
Twentieth-First Century Based upon a survey 
of archaeological materials and fossil evidence, anthro-
pologists have assessed and estimated how dramatic 
the population decline precipitated by colonization and 
settlement was. Estimates based on these studies indicate 
that there were from 8 to 18 million Native Americans 
in North America prior to European contact (Sutton 
2007). But by 1890, when Native Americans made their 
last stand at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, their popula-
tion had declined to under 400,000, a reduction of about 
95 percent. This trend reflects the effects of warfare, forced 
marches, loss of traditional lands, and diseases such as 
smallpox, measles, influenza, and tuberculosis, to which 
Native Americans lacked immunity (Diamond 1997). 

In the twenty first century, the Native American popu-
lation increased to about 4 million. Approximately two-
thirds of Native Americans live on reservations, and most 
of the remaining one-third reside in major metropolitan 
areas. Native Americans are far below the average Ameri-
can in terms of income and education. 

Today, multinational corporations want to develop 
the reserves of coal, oil, natural gas, and uranium on Na-
tive American reservation lands, such as the Hopi and 
Navajo territories. Other companies have been making 
lucrative offers to lease Native American lands to be used 
as garbage landfills and toxic-waste dumps. These mon-
etary offers have produced splits within Native American 
communities; some favor the offers as a means of com-
bating poverty, whereas others condemn mining or any 
other commercial activity as a desecration of their sacred 
land. Many other Native American Indian communities 
have developed casinos as a source of income for their 
people. These issues have caused splits in the communi-
ties and present difficult decisions for Native Americans 
regarding how much they want to participate in the gam-
bling industries. 

South American Horticulturalists In the Ama-
zon rain forests, tribal peoples such as the Yanomamö, 
the Jivaro, and the Mundurucu are facing dramatic 
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changes as a result of globalization. Beginning in the 
1950s, European and American missionaries representing 
different Christian denominations began to settle in the 
Amazon region and competed to “civilize” peoples such 
as the Yanomamö. In Venezuela, the major missionary 
group is the Salesians, a Catholic missionary order. The 
missionaries attempted to persuade Yanomamö commu-
nities to reside in their mission stations. The Yanomamö 
who have settled near the missions have increased the 
population density in the region and this has led to a 
shortage of vital resources (Hames 2004). The missionar-
ies set up schools and teach the Yanomamö new meth-
ods of agriculture and train them to spread these ideas 
among others. However, most of the Yanomamö have 
not adopted Christianity and have tremendous pride in 
their own native traditions (Hames 2004). With the build-
ing of highways and increased settlement in the Amazon 
rain forest—developments sponsored by the Brazilian 
government—the Yanomamö became increasingly ex-
posed to influenza, dysentery, measles, and common 
colds. In some regions, almost 50 percent of the popula-
tion has fallen victim to these diseases (Kellman 1982; 
Hames 2004). 

One consequence of contact with the outside world 
was the Yanomamö’s adoption of the shotgun for hunting 
in the forest. The Yanomamö originally obtained shotguns 
from the missionaries or other employees at the missions. 
Initially, Yanomamö hunters who knew the forest very 
well became proficient in obtaining more game. In time, 
however, the game in the rain forest grew more scarce. 
Consequently, the Yanomamö had to hunt deeper and 
deeper into the rain forest to maintain their diet. In 
addition, as indicated by cultural anthropologist Ray-
mond Hames (1979a), the Yanomamö had to expend 
much more labor in the cash economy to be able to 
purchase shotguns and shells to continue hunting. Ad-
ditionally, some Yanomamö began to use the shotgun 
as a weapon in waging warfare and political intimida-
tion and raiding others. 

Recent Developments among the Yanomamö 
The Amazon rain forest is experiencing new pressures. 
Prospectors, mining companies, energy companies, and 
government officials interested in industrial development 
are eager to obtain the gold, oil, tin, uranium, and other 
minerals in the 60,000 square miles of forest straddling the 
Brazilian-Venezuelan border, where the Yanomamö live. 
A 1987 gold rush led to the settlement of at least 40,000 
prospectors in Yanomamö territory. The prospectors hunt 
game in the forest, causing scarcities and increased mal-
nutrition among the Yanomamö. Clashes between pros-
pectors and the Yanomamö have led to many deaths. In 
August 1993, gold miners massacred Yanomamö men, 
women, and children in Venezuela. After the attack, a 
Yanomamö leader described the massacre: “Many miners 
surrounded the lodge and started to kill Yanomamö. The 
women were cut in the belly, the breasts and the neck. 

I saw many bodies piled up” (Brooke 1993:A9). This is 
similar to what happened in the U.S. when gold miners 
came into Native American territories in the 1800s. The 
miners bring epidemic diseases and violence that result 
in high mortality rates for the Yanomamö (Hames 2004). 

Alarmed by these developments, concerned anthro-
pologists, missionaries, and Brazilians have formed a 
committee to reserve an area for the Yanomamö to prac-
tice their traditional way of life. The Brazilian government 
and business leaders opposed this proposal, but eventu-
ally the government allotted 8,000 square miles of land, 
which became known as Yanomamö Park. The land, 
however, was subdivided into small parcels that were 
impossible to defend against outsiders. In 1995, officials 
of the National Brazilian Indian Foundation (FUNAI) as-
sured Napoleon Chagnon that there were no more than 
a few hundred illegal miners in the Yanomamö area and 
that they were systematically trying to find and expel 
them (Chagnon 1997). However, there are still news re-
ports from Brazil indicating that more gold miners are 
infiltrating the area. 

In Brazil, the drive toward economic development 
and industrialization has stimulated the rapid and tragic 
changes affecting the Yanomamö. The survival of the 
9,000 Yanomamö in Brazil is in question. Their popula-
tion has declined by one-sixth since the gold rush began 
in 1987. In contrast to Brazil, the Venezuelan government 
has been developing more humane and effective policies 
toward the Yanomamö natives. In 1991, then Venezuelan 
President Carlos Andres Perez took action to develop a 
reserve for the Yanomamö, a “special biosphere” or na-
tional park of some 32,000 square miles of rain forest 
that would be closed to mining and other development 
(Chagnon 1997). Then, in 1992, the Venezuelan govern-
ment designated the Venezuelan Amazonas as a new state 
in its national political structure. State governments are 
being given more control over their own populations and 
resources. The resources of the new Amazonas state will 
probably include mineral wealth and tourism. Thus, the 
Yanomamö of Venezuela will become increasingly drawn 
into contact with outsiders. Whether this will mean more 
tragedy and epidemic diseases and economic problems 
for these natives is a question that can be answered only 
in the future. (See “Critical Perspectives: Ethical Contro-
versies in El Dorado” in Chapter 18.)

Pastoralist Tribes Pastoralists have also been sub-
jected to expanding industrial societies. The adaptive ob-
jectives of pastoralists tend to be at odds with the primary 
aims of state societies. Because of their nomadic way of 
life, pastoralists cannot be easily incorporated into and 
controlled by state societies. They are not usually subject 
to the same processes of enculturation as settled peoples. 
They do not attend schools, and they may place their 
tribal loyalties above their loyalties to the state. Rapid 
change among pastoralist societies is evident in some 
Middle Eastern countries. 
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Middle Eastern Pastoralists: The Bedouins 
Anthropologist Donald Cole (1984) conducted research 
on the Bedouins of Saudi Arabia, groups of nomadic pas-
toralists. Cole focused on one particular group, the Al-
Murrah, a tribe of 15,000 who live in the extreme desert 
conditions of Rub al-Khali. Traditionally, Al-Murrah sub-
sistence was based on caravan trade, which depended 
on the care of camels and other animals. The Al-Murrah 
traded commodities with oasis centers for dates, rice, and 
bread. On average, they traveled about 1,200 miles annu-
ally during their migrations across the desert. They were 
also an autonomous military force, conducting raids and 
warfare. 

The attempt to incorporate the Bedouin population 
into the Saudi state has been an ongoing process, going 
back to the early phases of state formation in the Arabian 
peninsula during the age of Muhammad (622–632 A.D.). 
As Cole indicates, this process of settling and control-
ling the Bedouins accelerated following the emergence 
of the modern petroleum industry. To facilitate this pro-
cess, the Saudi government drafted Al-Murrah males into 
their national guard. The principal leader of the Al-Murrah, 
the emir, has been recognized by the Saudi government 
as the commander of this national guard unit. The gov-
ernment gives the emir a share of the national budget, 
and he distributes salaries to the tribespeople. Thus, the 
emir has become a dependent government official of the 
Saudi state. 

The traditional subsistence economy based on no-
madism and the care of herds of animals appears to be 
at an end. Camels are being replaced by pickup trucks. 
Bedouins are settling in cities and participating in the 
urban economy. All of the formerly self-sufficient Bed-
ouin communities are being absorbed into nation-states 
throughout the Arabian Peninsula. 

The Qashqa’i Cultural anthropologist Lois Beck 
(1986, 1991) has written in-depth ethnographic accounts 
of how globalization has influenced the Qashqa’i pas-
toralist tribe of Iran. The Qashqa’i reside in the south-
ern part of the Zagros Mountains. Beck emphasized that 
the Qashqa’i “tribe” was to some degree a creation of 
state processes within Iran. In other words, the Qashqa’i 
tribe was not a self-contained entity, but rather was 
formed through the long-term process of incorporating 
tribal leaders into the Iranian nation-state. During dif-
ferent historical periods, the state offered land and po-
litical protection to the Qashqa’i in exchange for taxes. 
Through that process, the Qashqa’i leadership was able 
to maintain some autonomy. Eventually, the Qashqa’i 
political system became increasingly centralized around 
an economic and political elite. This is an example of 
how tribes may be formed as a result of an expansionist 
state political system. 

As with other pastoralist societies, the Qashqa’i re-
lationship with the central government in Iran was 
not always beneficial. During the 1960s, the Iranian 

government under Shah Pahlavi wanted to modernize 
and industrialize Iran rapidly with Western support 
(see Chapter 15). The government viewed the Qashqa’i 
as resisting modernization and used military force to 
incorporate them. This policy resulted in the establish-
ment of strong ethnic boundaries between the Iranians 
and the Qashqa’i. The Qashqa’i began to emphasize their 
own ethnic identity and to demand more autonomy. 

In the initial stages of the Iranian Revolution led by 
Ayatollah Khomeini, the Qashqa’i joined demonstrations 
against the shah. Following the revolution, however, 
the Qashqa’i found themselves subject to patterns of 
discrimination and repression similar to those they had 
endured under the shah. Because they never accepted 
the revolutionary doctrines of the Khomeini regime, they 
were considered a threat to the ideals of the state. Con-
sequently, Khomeini’s Revolutionary Guards harassed 
the Qashqa’i. Thus, Qashqa’i autonomy and local au-
thority continued to erode under the pressures of the 
nation-state of Iran. 

East African Pastoralists and Globalization
Earlier, we discussed pastoralists of East Africa such as 
the Nuer, Maasai, Dinka, and others who maintain cattle-
keeping on the savannah. Many of these East African 
tribes are now caught within the interregional net of 
globalization and disaster. A series of regional wars have 
broken out in East Africa as a by-product of colonial-
ism, ethnic rivalry, and political competition within the 
last decade. For example, in the Republic of Sudan, a 
war between the Muslim north and the Christian south 
has affected the Nuer and Dinka tribes that reside in the 
southern area. Nuer tribal peoples have been recruited 
into the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army to fight 
against the north. Weapons have flowed into their society 
and have become new luxury items. Instead of cows be-
ing exchanged through reciprocal ties between kinsmen, 
weapons are now used as a source of wealth and money 
(Hutchinson 1996). The Nuer and other groups are us-
ing their cattle to obtain guns and ammunition from dif-
ferent military factions, and these guns have begun to 
displace the traditional power relationships within the 
communities. If these tribal people do survive in the war-
fare, many of them become displaced migrants living in 
poverty in urban areas and refugee camps. Globalization 
has brought tragedy to most of these once self-sufficient 
autonomous tribal pastoralists. 

Chiefdoms in Transition 
Chiefdom societies were economically and politically 
centralized societies existing in different regions of the 
world ( Chapter 10). Some chiefdoms experienced a fate 
similar to that of many of the other indigenous societies. 
For example, when the Canadian European settlers, fol-
lowed by their military and political apparatus, confronted 
the Northwest Coast Native American chiefdom societies 
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such as the Nootka and the Kwakiutl (Kwakwaka’wakw), 
they did not have any understanding of the functions and 
uses of the redistributional exchange system known as 
the potlatch. The European Canadians viewed these prac-
tices as wasteful, destructive, and anticapitalistic. Chiefs 
giving away large amounts of resources at large potlatch 
feasts were perceived as extremely dysfunctional. The 
Canadian government banned these practices in 
the 1880s and used military force against the Indian groups 
that were not cooperative. Eventually, the traditional 
salmon-fishing activities of these native chiefdoms were 
made obsolete by the more industrialized forms of fishing 
and the canning factories introduced through the Ameri-
can and Canadian multinational firms. This, along with the 
epidemics introduced by Europeans, resulted in both de-
population and economic decline. Common problems such 
as malnutrition and alcoholism found among many societ-
ies disrupted by rapid global transitions remain systemic 
among these Native American chiefdoms (Sutton 2007). 
Yet, many of these people of the Northwest Coast chief-
doms have restored their traditional potlatch feasting activi-
ties and are becoming more educated and adept at dealing 
with the new global trends. They are building new beauti-
ful museums and relearning their traditional art forms, in-
cluding the building of the totem poles and other artistic 
works. This represents a new cultural and religious revital-
ization among these people. 

The Hawaiian Islands Anthropological and his-
torical research has shown that chiefdoms, most likely 
because they were more centrally organized, developed 
complex state organizations themselves following West-
ern contact. The historical development of Polynesian 
chiefdoms such as in Tahiti and Hawaii illustrates the 
evolution of state organizations that occurred as a result 
of contact with the global economy. 

Before contact with the West, Hawaii contained eight 
inhabited islands with a population of about 600,000. As 
described in previous chapters, paramount chiefs, who 
maintained a redistributional exchange economy, ruled 
through a belief in their divine authority. The Hawai-
ian Islands were contacted by the English expedition of 
Captain Cook in 1778, and the islands were eventually 
penetrated by traders, whalers, missionaries, and other 
outsiders. The impact of the Western encounter resulted 
in a unique religious “revolution” when compared with 
the experiences of other aboriginal societies we have dis-
cussed in earlier sections. 

Cook’s expedition on behalf of the British, which be-
gan in the 1760s, set the stage for the colonization of the 
Pacific. At the time of Captain Cook’s discovery of Hawaii, 
the major paramount chief on the island of Hawaii was 
engaged in warfare with the chief of the island of Maui, 
who had already incorporated the islands of Oahu and 
Molokai under his chieftaincy. The reaction to Cook’s ar-
rival during this period was shaped by the aboriginal re-
ligious culture. He appeared during the time of Makahiki, 

a time of religious-based human sacrifices, and he was 
perceived as someone extremely powerful, perhaps a 
god or at the least an important foreign chief. There is a 
heated debate among anthropologists who have inves-
tigated the historical records of Cook and other British 
explorers along with ethnohistorical accounts from native 
Hawaiians today about whether Cook was perceived as 
a god, and whether the natives killed him for religious 
or cosmological reasons or for political purposes by the 
natives (Sahlins 1985, 1995; Obeyesekere 1992). Anthro-
pologists do concur that both the native accounts and 
the British historical records indicate that the distribution 
of Cook’s bones supports the theory that he was being 
treated as a sacrificial victim (Sahlins 1995). 

Later, a man by the name of Kamehameha, who was 
a nephew of the Hawaiian chief, made a considerable 
reputation as a fearless warrior in the Maui campaign. 
When the chief of Hawaii died, Kamehameha became his 
successor. Because the island of Hawaii offered good an-
chorage and became a vital strategic point of contact with 
Europeans, Kamehameha had an advantage over any 
other rivals in trading with European ships. The Hawai-
ians began to trade their products such as sandalwood 
with Europeans, and in exchange, Kamehameha received 
guns and light cannon. Eventually, he was able to em-
ploy European help in conquering most of the other is-
lands of Hawaii and transformed the Hawaiian chiefdoms 
into a unified, centralized military kingdom or state. 

Kamehameha died in 1819 and was succeeded by 
his son Liholiho, later known as Kamehameha II. Since 
Western contact, Hawaii continued to be heavily influ-
enced by Western culture. A number of traditional taboos 
of the Hawaiian culture were being violated on a regular 
basis. Some of the Hawaiian women became involved 
in sexual and romantic relationships with Westerners and 
openly ate with men, violating traditional taboos (Ortner 
1996; Sahlins 1995). Some of the commoner people 
began to trade openly with Europeans, which also vi-
olated traditional norms and taboos, causing tension 
between the rulers and commoners. Seeing practical ad-
vantages in trading with the Europeans and enhancing 
their power over their kingdom, in 1819 Liholiho, the 
new ruler, and other members of the royal family began 
to deliberately flout the most sacred traditional taboos of 
their ancient religion. The royal family began to system-
atically dismantle the aboriginal religious traditions and 
practices, which represented a revolutionary transfor-
mation in religious thought and culture for Hawaiian so-
ciety. This transformation of religion was accomplished 
prior to the coming of Christian missionaries to Hawaii. 
This religious revolution was resisted by some of the 
more conservative people of Hawaii, and Liholiho had 
to arm his forces to defeat the more conservative faction 
within the kingdom. This Hawaiian revolution appeared 
to be an intentional strategy on the part of the ruling 
family to enhance its political control over the military 
kingdom. 
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The sandalwood trade declined in the 1830s and was 
replaced by the whaling industry, which began to domi-
nate commerce in Hawaii. Because the island was located 
in the vicinity of a major whaling area of the Pacific, New 
England whalers used Hawaii as an important base for 
provisioning and relaxation. However, during the 1830s, 
various companies began to develop sugar plantations in 
Hawaii, which eventually became successful, resulting in 
the influx of more Europeans, including various Christian 
missionaries from the United States. Many of the mission-
aries were themselves sugar planters or were connected 
with sugar planters. Private property was introduced, and 
land was commodified for sale. As the sugar plantations 
were developed, substantial native Hawaiian land was 
lost to the planters. 

Additionally, the native Hawaiians were subjected 
to devastating epidemics introduced by the Westerners. 
Whooping cough, measles, influenza, and other diseases 
led to rapid depopulation among the native peoples. As 
Hawaii became increasingly incorporated into the U.S. 
political economy during the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, the native population declined to a small 
minority of about 40,000 people. This depopulation re-
sulted in a labor shortage for the sugar planters, who 
began to import labor from the Philippines, Japan, and 
China. In 1893, the United States, backed by American 
Marines, who represented the families of the missionaries 
and plantation owners such as Sanford Dole (the cousin 
of the founder of Dole pineapples), overthrew the Ha-
waiian monarchy. Five years later, Hawaii was annexed 
as a colony of the United States. 

Following U.S. colonization, the Hawaiian Islands 
were dominated by U.S. global political and economic 
interests, and the native Hawaiians became a marginal 
group in their own islands. Eventually, through more 
contact with Western societies, the Pacific islands such 
as Hawaii and Tahiti experienced depopulation, decul-
turation, forced labor, and increased dependency on the 
global economy. The American and European settlers im-
ported labor from Asia, introduced the system of private 
property, abolished the traditional patterns of author-
ity, and incorporated the islands into colonial empires. 
As these islands were integrated into colonial systems, 
the people were forced to adjust to the conditions of the 
global economy. 

Through missionary schooling and activities, the na-
tive Hawaiian people were forbidden to speak their na-
tive language or practice any of their traditional religious 
or cultural activities, which were deemed to be barbaric 
and uncivilized. These policies led to societal and cultural 
disintegration for the native population. Combined with the 
growing Asian population, with new settlers from North 
America who were rapidly developing the sugar economy, 
and with the expansion of mass tourism to Hawaii from 
the mainland United States, the small Hawaiian population 
began to lose not only its native lands, but also its cultural 
and ethnic identity (Friedman 1992). 

Forms of Resistance among 
Indigenous Societies 
As is obvious, globalization processes have had dramatic 
consequences for these different indigenous societies. In 
most cases, they have resulted in negative consequences 
such as depopulation, epidemic diseases, increases in 
warfare, and loss of political autonomy and control over 
their future. In some cases, these indigenous societies 
have responded with resistance movements to try to stem 
the tide of globalization. At times, these resistance move-
ments involved revitalization movements that attempted 
to restore some traditional aspects of native culture. 

Revitalization among Native Americans 
Native American societies developed a number of re-
vitalization movements as a defensive strategy in their 
confrontation with European colonialism and increas-
ing globalization. One type of movement was associated 
with a particular prophet who was able to mobilize the 
population both politically and spiritually. In the Pueblo 
groups of the Southwest, a prophet leader known as 
Popé organized a rebellion against the Spanish rulers in 
1680. The Pueblo tribes attacked the Spanish, killed the 
Catholic priests in the missions, and attempted to reinsti-
tute Pueblo traditions. Twenty years later, Spanish troops 
based in Mexico defeated this movement and reasserted 
their authority over the region. 

Other Native American prophets such as Handsome 
Lake, Pontiac, Tecumseh, and Chief Joseph combined 
traditional religious values with military activities to resist 
European and American expansion into their territories. 
Eventually the U.S. military defeated all of these leaders 
(Sutton 2007). 

The Ghost Dance One of the best-known revital-
ization movements was the Ghost Dance movement of 
the late 1800s. The Ghost Dance spread through the re-
gion of Nevada and California and across the Rocky Moun-
tains to Plains groups such as the Cheyenne, Arapaho, 
and Sioux. The movement became associated with the 
prophet Wovoka, a Paiute who was believed to have re-
ceived spiritual visions of the future during an eclipse 
of the Sun. Wovoka taught that if the Native American 
people did the Ghost Dance, a hypnotic dance with spiri-
tual meanings, the whites would disappear, and a train 
would come from the east with the ghosts of recently de-
ceased Native Americans, signaling the restoration of Na-
tive American autonomy and traditions. Wovoka stressed 
nonviolent resistance and nonaccommodation to white 
domination (Kehoe 1989; Scupin 2008a). 

Among the groups influenced by the Ghost Dance was 
the Lakota Sioux, who had been forced to reside on five 
reservations in South Dakota. In 1890, the Lakota Sioux 
leader, Kicking Bear, introduced a special shirt, called a 
“ghost shirt,” that he claimed would protect the Sioux 
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from the bullets of the white soldiers. The wearing of the 
ghost shirts precipitated conflicts between the U.S. military 
and the Sioux, culminating in a massacre of almost two 
hundred Sioux at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, on 
December 29, 1890. Following that confrontation, Sioux 
leaders such as Kicking Bear surrendered to the U.S. military. 

The following are among the most common refrains 
of the Ghost Dance songs: 

My children,/When at first I liked the whites,/ 
I gave them fruits,/I gave them fruits. (Southern 
Arapaho)

The father will descend/The earth will tremble/ 
Everybody will arise,/Stretch out your hands. (Kiowa) 

We shall live again./We shall live again. (Apache) 
(Rothenberg 1985:109–110) 

These Ghost Dance songs and dances are heard among 
the Native Americans up to the present. For example, in 
February 1973, Wounded Knee once again became the 
site for a violent confrontation between the Plains Indians 
and the U.S. military forces. Led by Russell Means, and spir-
itual leader Leonard Crow Dog who were Lakota Indians, 
the organization known as AIM, the American Indian 
Movement, took over the Pine Ridge Indian reservation at 
Wounded Knee. AIM accused the tribal government leaders 
of political and economic corruption and demanded justice 
and civil rights for all Native Americans. Leonard Crow Dog 
led a Ghost Dance ritual during the seventy-day occupation 
to create solidarity and spiritual renewal among the Sioux 
at Wounded Knee. In addition, the Sun Dance ritual was 
conducted at Pine Ridge in 1973. Firefights between AIM 
and the FBI and U.S. forces were common throughout the 
longest siege in American history since the Civil War. The 
events of 1973 at Wounded Knee represented the frustra-
tion and resentment of many Native Americans regarding 
their conditions after a century of subordination by the U.S. 

government. The Ghost Dance led by Leonard Crow Dog 
symbolized the spiritual resurgence and religious renewal 
of contemporary Native Americans on the Plains. 

More recently, Ron His Horse Is Thunder, president 
of Sitting Bull College and a descendant of Lakota Sioux 
Chief Sitting Bull who was killed by agents of the U.S. 
Army in 1890, has been leading many of the young Na-
tive Americans on a long horseback ride called the Chief 
Big Foot Memorial Ride to remind them of their painful 
history in U.S. society (Fedarko 2004). This use of history 
is an illustration of the ongoing revitalization movement 
related to the Ghost Dance that anthropologists and Na-
tive American activists and scholars are describing as a 
means of understanding how globalization continues to 
have an impact on these indigenous societies. 

The Peyote Cult Another form of revitalization 
movement developed among Native Americans on one 
Oklahoma reservation in the 1880s. It was also a nonvio-
lent form of resistance, based on a combination of Chris-
tian and Native American religious beliefs. The movement 
is referred to as the peyote cult. Peyote, the scientific name 
of which is Lophophora williamsii, is a mild hallucinogenic 
but nonaddictive drug contained in the bud of a cactus, 
which is either chewed or drunk as tea. Traditionally, for 
thousands of years peyote has been used in some Native 
American rituals for inducing spiritual visions, especially in 
the Southwestern desert areas around the Rio Grande in 
both Mexico and the United States. A number of Navajo 
Indians in the Southwest became involved in the ritual use 
of peyote (Aberle 1966). During their incarceration on the 
Oklahoma reservation, some of the Comanche, Kiowa, and 
other Plains Indians began to combine biblical teachings 
with the peyote ritual (Steinmetz 1980). During the ritual, 
which took place in a tepee, the participants surrounded 
a fire and low altar and took peyote as a form of commu-
nal sacrament to partake of the “Holy Spirit.” Eventually, 
the peyote cult grew in membership and was legalized on 
the Oklahoma reservation as the Native American Church 
(NAC) in 1914. It has spread throughout at least fifty other 
Native American tribes, and approximately 250,000 Indians 
are associated with the NAC (Sutton 2007). 

Melanesia and New Guinea: 
The Cargo Cults 
As various Europeans colonized the islands of Melanesia, 
the native peoples’ lives were forever transformed. The 
Dutch, French, British, and Germans claimed different ar-
eas as colonies. The Dutch, from their colonial base in 
Indonesia, took over the western half of New Guinea. 
It is now known as Irian Jaya and is a province of the 
country of Indonesia. In the 1880s, German settlers occu-
pied the northeastern part of New Guinea. In the 1890s, 
gold was discovered in New Guinea, and many prospec-
tors from Australia and other places began to explore 
the region. At the beginning of World War I in 1914, Big Foot’s frozen body after the massacre of Wounded Knee in 1890. 
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the Australians conquered the German areas. During 
World War II, the Japanese, Australians, and U.S. troops 
fought bitter battles in New Guinea. After the war, Aus-
tralia resumed administrative control over the eastern half 
of the island until 1975, when Papua New Guinea was 
granted political independence. Today, the country of 
Papua New Guinea occupies the eastern half of the island 
of New Guinea and has about 4 million people. 

The colonization of Melanesia and Papua New 
Guinea was both a dramatic and a traumatic experience 
for native peoples as they faced new economic systems 
with the introduction of cash wages, indentured labor, 
plantations, taxation, new forms of political control, and 
the unfathomable technologies and apparently fabulous 
riches of the Europeans. Prospectors, traders, and soldiers 
during the world wars created a highly unstable and un-
predictable environment for Melanesian natives. Among 
the Melanesian religious reactions to this rapid change, 
often loosely labeled revitalization movements, 
were the “cargo cults,” a form of millenarian 
religious movement. 

Beginning in the nineteenth cen-
tury and continuing up to the present, 
these millenarian cult movements spread 
throughout many areas of Melanesia. 
Generally, in New Guinea, the coastal 
or seaboard peoples were contacted first 
by Europeans, and by the end of the nine-
teenth century, they were subjected to in-
tensive pressures from the outside world. The 
highland peoples were contacted much later and 
were not fully penetrated by the Europeans and Austra-
lians until after the 1930s. Many native peoples referred 
to the European or Australian goods that were loaded off 
ships or aircraft as kago, translated by anthropologists as 
“cargo.” The native peoples became aware of a dazzling 
array of goods, such as steel axes, matches, medicines, 
soft drinks, umbrellas, and, eventually, jet planes and he-
licopters. Because these native peoples had no exposure 
to industrial production, they did not see how these West-
ern goods were manufactured. Many, therefore, believed 
that these goods were generated through spiritual forces, 
which delivered cargo to humans through spiritual means. 
Many of the tribal groups of this region attempted to dis-
cover the identity of the cargo spirits and the magical-ritual 
techniques used by Westerners to induce the spirits to de-
liver the particular commodities. 

One New Guinean man who led a millenarian cult 
movement is known as Yali. Yali had lived in the coastal 
area of New Guinea, and in the 1950s, the Australians 
recognized him as an important future leader of his peo-
ple. He had been a World War II war hero, fighting with 
the Allies against the Japanese. The Australians took Yali 
to Australia to show him how the industrial goods were 
produced. Nevertheless, Yali maintained the belief that 
there must be a supernatural cause or divine interven-
tion for the ability of Westerners to be able to produce 

cargo. He originated a millenarian cult movement known 
as Wok bilong Yali (Lawrence 1964) and began to preach 
in hundreds of villages throughout New Guinea about the 
need to develop spiritual techniques to duplicate the white 
man’s delivery of cargo. Over the years of this movement,
Yali’s teaching ranged from recommending close imita-
tion of the Europeans to opposing white culture and re-
turning to traditional rituals to help deliver the cargo. 
Although later Yali openly rejected the millenarian cult 
movements’ beliefs, after his death in 1973 many of his 
followers began to teach that Yali was a messiah equiva-
lent to the white man’s Jesus. In their religious literature, 
they propagated these ideas of messiahship by using Ya-
li’s sayings to help develop a religious movement that 
was an alternative to Christianity. 

However, some of the millenarian cult movements 
combined traditional rituals with Christian beliefs in the 
hope of receiving the material benefits they associated 

with the white settlers. One movement, described 
by anthropologist Paul Roscoe (1993), devel-

oped among the Yangoru Boiken of Papua 
New Guinea. It merged some of the millen-

nial teachings of Canadian missionaries 
from the Switzerland-based New Apos-
tolic Church (NAC). Roscoe describes 
how those in the movement believed that 
on Sunday, February 15, 1981, Yaliwan, a 

leading spiritual and political leader, was 
going to be crucified, ushering in the millen-
nium. The villagers believed that the Earth 

would rumble, hurricanes would arrive, the moun-
tains would flash with lightning and thunder, and 

a dense fog would cover the Earth. Afterward, Yaliwan 
would be resurrected as the native counterpart of Jesus, 
and the two Jesuses would judge the living and the dead. 
They believed that the whites and native members of the 
NAC would usher in a new “Kingdom of Rest,” described 
as an earthly utopian paradise with an abundance of mate-
rial goods and peaceful harmony between native peoples 
and whites. The millennial teachings of the NAC were in-
terpreted and integrated with traditional Yangoru beliefs in 
spirits of the dead and other magical practices. Some of 
the traditional aboriginal beliefs had millenarian aspects, 
promising the Yangoru economic prosperity and political 
autonomy. Therefore, the NAC missionary teachings based 
on millenarian views were easily integrated with the tradi-
tional beliefs of the Yangoru. Though the crucifixion did 
not take place, millenarian movements continue to have 
some influence on religious and political affairs in Papua 
New Guinea. 

Various anthropologists have attempted to explain 
the development of the millenarian cult movements 
of Melanesia. One early explanation by anthropologist 
Peter Worsley (1957) viewed these millenarian cults as 
rational attempts at explaining unknown processes that 
appeared chaotic to the natives. The myths and reli-
gious beliefs of the cults also helped mobilize political 
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resistance against colonialism. The cults provided an 
organizational basis for political action for the various Melane-
sian tribes. Groups who spoke different languages and main-
tained separate cultures joined the same religious cult, which 
enabled them to form political organizations to challenge Eu-
ropean and Australian colonial rule. Other explanations rely 
on more spiritually based phenomena, emphasizing how the 
cargo cults represent the resurgence of aboriginal religious 
thought, which is more creative and authentic than that of the 
newer missionary religions that came to Melanesia. 

Today, most anthropologists recognize that these mille-
narian cults are extremely varied. As they learn more about 
cult movements in different regions of Melanesia, they dis-
cover that some have millenarian aspects, while others do 
not. Some integrate aboriginal beliefs and practices with 
the teachings of Christianity, a form of  syncretism, while 
others feature a revival of the aboriginal elements and a re-
jection of the Christian teachings. A few of the movements 
have developed into vital political movements and even 
violent rebellions, whereas others tend to have a purely 
spiritual influence. Anthropologists agree that the analysis 
of these cults is a fruitful area of investigation, and much 
more needs to be documented through interviews, histori-
cal examination, and intensive ethnographic research. 

A Hawaiian Religious Renaissance 
As U.S. corporate capitalism and tourism came to dominate 
the economy in Hawaii, every aspect of the traditional Ha-
waiian culture was affected. At present, the tourist industry 
generates close to 40 percent of Hawaii’s income. Tourists 
crowd the hotels, restaurants, streets, 
highways, beaches, golf courses, 
and parks throughout 
Hawai i . 

The advertising industry attempts to promote the image 
of Hawaii as a romantic and exotic paradise setting where 
tourists can enjoy the traditional dancing, music, and cul-
ture of “primitive” peoples. Ads show skimpily clad women 
and men dancing before fires on near-deserted beaches. 
The tourist industry is trying to preserve the traditional cul-
ture of Hawaii because it is “good for business.” 

However, native Hawaiians have begun to resist the 
marketing of their culture. Beginning in the 1970s, with 
a growing awareness of their marginal status in the U.S. 
political economy and with more familiarity with the 
civil rights movement in the mainland United States led 
by various minorities, many Hawaiians have launched 
a movement known as the Hawaiian Renaissance. The 
Hawaiian Renaissance manifested itself as a resurgence 
of interest in aboriginal Hawaiian culture, including the 
traditional language and religious beliefs. The move-
ment is fundamentally antitourist. Many contemporary 
native Hawaiians who are part of the new movement 
understand that their traditional culture has been mass-
marketed and mass-consumed. They feel that their tra-
ditional culture has been overly commercialized, and 
they resent the tourist industry for selling the Hawaiian 
tradition. 

Some of the spiritual elements of the native reli-
gious beliefs have been reintroduced and revitalized 
in the context of the Hawaiian Renaissance movement. 
For example, a number of native Hawaiians have be-
come involved in environmental activism. In doing so, 
they draw on traditional religious beliefs. They are at-
tempting to prohibit the destruction of the rain forests 
and other natural settings by developers. The native 

peoples emphasize a spiritual renewal and re-
fer to traditional Hawaiian gods and goddesses 
that are associated with the natural areas in 
order to protect these areas from destructive 
tourist and commercial forces. In some areas, 
the native Hawaiians are restoring some of the 
ancient temples, or heiaus. Up until recently 
native Hawaiians have been seen making of-
ferings to the god Pele at the rim of Halem-
aumau Crater in the Hawaii Volcanoes National 
Park. Some aboriginal young people complain 
about their parents’ conversion to Christianity 
and the negative views expressed by Westerners 
about their traditional culture and religion. How-
ever, most important, the revitalization of their 
religious culture is part of an overall attempt to 
preserve their heritage and reclaim their cultural 
identity and selfhood. As these native peoples of 

Many Native Hawaiians are beginning to emphasize 
their ethnic heritage and the deprivation of their rights. 
This photo shows a 2002 demonstration against the 
U.S. government.   
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Hawaii were subjected to overwhelming and traumatic 
cultural change, they found that they were margin-
alized in their own land. After losing their land, their 
autonomy, and their culture, these native Hawaiians 
have been involved in reconstructing and reinvigorating 
some of their aboriginal spiritual beliefs as a means of 
repossessing their cultural identity (Friedman 1995).  

A Lost Opportunity? 
As Brian Fagan noted in his book Clash of Cultures (1984b), 
which surveys the disappearance of many indigenous 
societies, the same confrontations between incompat-
ible cultural systems were played out in many parts of 
the world during the late nineteenth century and continue 
to this day in the Amazon rain forests and other remote 
areas such as the Pacific Islands. Some government officials 
and businesspeople in industrial countries view the drastic 
modifications that took place and are taking place among 
prestate societies as necessary for the achievement of prog-
ress. This view is, of course, a continuation of the nine-
teenth-century unilineal view of cultural evolution, which 
overestimates the beneficial aspects of industrial societies. 
Depopulation, deculturation, fragmentation of the social 
community, increasingly destructive warfare, unemploy-
ment, and increases in crime, alcoholism, and degradation 
of the environment are only some of the consequences of 
this so-called progress. As Fagan (1984b:278) emphasized: 

Progress has brought many things: penicillin, the 
tractor, the airplane, the refrigerator, radio, and 
television. It has also brought the gun, nuclear 
weapons, toxic chemicals, traffi c deaths, and 
environmental pollution, to say nothing of powerful 
nationalisms and other political passions that pit 
human being against human being, society against 
society. Many of these innovations are even more 
destructive to non-Western societies than the land 
grabbing and forced conversion of a century and 
a half ago. 

As we discussed in previous chapters and this one, 
these prestate societies were not idyllic, moral communi-
ties in which people lived in perfect harmony with one 
another and their environment. Warfare, sexism, infan-
ticide, slavery, stratification, and other harmful practices 
existed in many of these societies. Nonstate societies are 
not inherently good, and industrial societies are not in-
herently evil. Both types of societies have advantages 
and disadvantages, strengths and weaknesses. There are 
benefits associated with industrial societies, such as hos-
pitals, better sanitation, and consumer goods, that bring 
comfort and enjoyment, but nonstate societies also have 
benefits to offer to industrial societies. 

Anthropological research has begun to alert the mod-
ern industrial world to the negative implications of the 
rapid disappearance of first nation peoples—specifically, 
the loss of extensive practical knowledge that exists in 

these populations. In the nineteenth-century view (and 
sometimes even in twenty-first-century discourse), nonstate 
societies were described as backward, ignorant, and non-
scientific. Ethnographic research, however, demonstrates 
that these peoples have developed a collective wisdom that 
has contributed practical benefits for all of humankind. 

Native American Knowledge 
In a book titled Indian Givers, anthropologist Jack Weath-
erford (1988) summarized the basic knowledge, labor, and 
experience of Native American peoples that have contrib-
uted to humankind’s collective wisdom. Native Americans 
introduced three hundred food crops to the world, includ-
ing potatoes and corn. Their experiments with horticul-
tural diversity generated knowledge regarding the survival 
of crops in different types of environments. They recog-
nized that planting a diversity of seeds would protect the 
seeds from pests and diseases. Only recently have farmers 
in the industrialized world begun to discover the ecologi-
cal lessons developed by Native Americans. 

The medical knowledge of Native Americans, which 
is based on experience with various plants and trees, has 
benefited people throughout the world. Weatherford uses 
the example of quinine, derived from the bark of the South 
American cinchona tree, which is used to treat malaria. Ip-
ecac was made from the roots of an Amazonian tree as 
a cure for amoebic dysentery. Native Americans treated 
scurvy with massive doses of Vitamin C, using a tonic made 
from the bark and needles of an evergreen tree. They also 
developed treatments for goiter, intestinal worms, head-
aches (with a medication similar to aspirin), and skin 
problems.

The lesson from Weatherford’s book is that without 
the contributions of Native American societies, humankind 
may not have acquired this knowledge for years. As glo-
balization results in the disappearance of many of these in-
digenous societies and peoples, we risk losing a great deal 
of knowledge. For example, as the Amazon rain forests 
are invaded and destroyed by governments and multina-
tional interests, not only do we lose hundreds of species of 
plants and animals, but we also lose the indigenous soci-
eties with their incalculable knowledge of those species. 
Thus, it is in humanity’s best interests to abandon the view 
that deculturation, subjugation, and—sometimes—the ex-
tinction of nonstate societies represent a form of progress. 

The most difficult issue that faces anthropologists, 
government officials, and aboriginal peoples is how best 
to fit traditional patterns in with the modern, industrial 
world. The fact that these nonstate societies were, and 
are, almost powerless to resist the pressures from global 
economic and political forces creates enormous prob-
lems. Multinational corporations, national governments, 
missionaries, prospectors, and other powerful groups and 
institutions place these indigenous societies in vulner-
able circumstances. How will nonstate societies withstand 
these pressures and continue to contribute to humankind? 
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Globalization and 
McDonald’s 

W hen many people around 
the world think of global-
izat ion, the McDonald’s 

fast-food restaurants come to mind. 
McDonald’s (serving 20 million people 
a day around the world) represents to 
many people the cultural hegemony or 
dominance of U.S. capitalism around 
the world. As mentioned in this chap-
ter, the political scientist Benjamin Bar-
ber views McDonald’s as an aspect 
of the McWorld (including Macintosh 
computers and Mickey Mouse) that 
signals the cultural spread of globaliza-
tion stemming from U.S. society. The 
triumph of the Big Mac and Hollywood 
films is viewed by some people as a 
negative sign that a country has been 
penetrated by the imperial domination 
of U.S. culture. However, when cul-
tural anthropologists study the cultural 
spread and diffusion of McDonald’s into 
the different societies of the world, they 
fi nd that globalization is not a one-sided 
process and that like other external cul-
tural elements, McDonald’s restaurants 
are transformed and localized by the 
people within these societies. 

This process of “globalization” of 
McDonald’s occurs throughout the 
world. Harvard anthropologist James 
Watson edited a volume called  Golden
Arches East: McDonald’s in East Asia
that contains essays by cultural an-
thropologists who have studied how 
the “globalization” of McDonald’s takes 
place in China, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan 
(2006). In this book, UCLA anthropologist 
Yunxiang Yan describes how this glo-
balization of McDonald’s has emerged 
in China. Since McDonald’s moved in 
as the iconic symbol of American cul-
ture and globalization in Beijing during 
the 1990s, it has been attractive to 
Chinese citizens not only because of 
its food, but also because of the abil-
ity of the citizens to consume popu-
lar cultural values stemming from the 

United States. Following the decline of 
the rigid Maoist orthodoxy and Com-
munist ideology prior to the 1990s, 
McDonald’s was perceived as a means 
of expressing freedom of choice in 
taste and lifestyle to many Chinese. 
Yunxiang Yan noted that other cultural 
values associated with American tra-
ditions also diffused into China, along 
with the popular culture associated 
with the Big Mac, and that these val-
ues were also absorbed and localized 
into Chinese society. For example, 
despite some resistance to American 
cultural hegemony by some of the 
Chinese, he interviewed others who 
said that NBA games, Coca-Cola, 
Hollywood movies, and the Declara-
tion of Independence all belong to the 
shared culture of all human societies 
(2006:34).

The sociologist Peter Berger refers 
to this process observed by Yunxiang 
as the “sacramental consumption” of 
food that carries the cultural freight 
of individual freedom, democracy, 
and human rights, which he also links 
with the eating of a Big Mac in the 
former Soviet Union (2002). Similarly, 
anthropologist Conrad Kottak refers to 
McDonaldization as a secular religion 
with a sacred text called an “Opera-
tions Manual” that has strong cultural 
resonance for many (2003). 

Anthropologists who study McDon-
ald’s in Japan, such as Tamotsu Aoki 
and Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, find similar 
glocalization processes at work. Accord-
ing to Ohnuki-Tierney (2006), meat had 
been available since the 1920s, but prior 
to World War II, most Japanese did not 
eat much of it at all. They ate primar-
ily vegetables and seafood. However, 
after the U.S. occupation of Japan fol-
lowing the war, gradually some of the 
wealthier Japanese began to consume 
meat products, including beef. Fol-
lowing the period of postwar affl uence 
in Japan, they began to eat meat with 
gusto because it was associated with 
the Western civilization, science, tech-

nology, and culture being integrated 
into Japanese culture. Eventually, 
McDonald’s came to Japan in the 
1970s. By 1982, McDonald’s was 
the most profi table fast-food company 
in Japan. McDonald’s began a market-
ing campaign to target higher-income 
middle-class people who were benefi t-
ing from the growth of the Japanese 
economy by establishing its restau-
rants in areas where real estate was 
expensive, such as on the Ginza in 
Tokyo and near train stations. With the 
introduction of McDonald’s into Japan, 
eating habits were changed radically, 
as described by these anthropologists. 
The traditional form of lunch for most 
Japanese was the box lunch called 
obento. However, as Japanese cus-
tomers came to eat lunch in McDon-
ald’s, they learned to hold the bread 
and meat in their hands, munching 
on their favorite teriyaki burger or 
McChao (chicken-fried rice), while 
standing (to appear more American) at 
the counters during their lunch breaks. 
Although other Japanese restaurants 
adopted the fast-food program for tra-
ditional dishes such as ramen Chinese 
noodles, take-out sushi, or gyudon (a 
bowl of rice topped with beef), McDon-
ald’s remained a very popular feature 
of Japanese cuisine. 

Yet since McDonald’s entered 
Japan, a variety of restaurants have 
proliferated within the streets and 
markets of Japan. In a passage from 
anthropologists John McCreery and 
Ruth McCreery’s (2006) descriptive 
scene of the Yokohama train station, 
there are two Italian restaurants (one 
of which appeals to health-conscious 
diners by labeling its offerings “natu-
ral Italian”), two Chinese restaurants 
(one offering market-stall dishes from 
Taiwan), a Russian tearoom, a Thai 
restaurant, and a beer hall whose 
menu features German sausages. 
One restaurant specializes in  omu-
raisu (omelet rice), a Japanese cu-
linary invention that consists of rice 

 Critical Perspectives 
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seasoned with ketchup, onions, and 
peppers, wrapped in an omelet, and 
topped with curry, stew, or simply 
more ketchup. All these restaurants 
are filled with Japanese customers 
visibly enjoying their food. 

Up two escalators and a short walk 
away is a busy street fi lled with young 
people, where the offerings include 
KFC, McDonald’s, Starbucks, Häagen-
Dazs, Shakey’s Pizza, Mr. Donut, and a 
British pub. All are doing a thriving busi-
ness—as are places offering Japanese-
style dishes, soba (buckwheat) and 
udon (wheat) noodles,  unagi (eel), and 
sushi (raw fish) or other seafood on 
rice flavored with sweetened vinegar 
with wasabi (Japanese horseradish), 
soy sauce, and (to freshen the pal-
ate) slices of pickled ginger. One must 
not forget the tonkatsu, a deep-fried 
pork cutlet served with rice, a bowl 
of miso (fermented soybean paste) 
soup, salty Japanese pickles, and a 
generous heap of chopped cabbage, 
or the okonomiyaki, do-it-yourself sa-
vory pancakes stuffed with all sorts of 
things and topped with dried bonito 
flakes, seaweed, and a dark brown 
savory sauce. Plus, of course, there is 
tempura (batter-fried seafood or veg-
etables) and sukiyaki (thin slices of beef 
sautéed in a heavy iron pan with  tofu
and vegetables). 

Within a half-mile radius of the Yo-
kohama train station, one can also fi nd 
Indian, Mexican, and Vietnamese res-
taurants. The McCreerys also indicate 
that as women and young people have 
become more active in the workplace 
and other areas of life, they depend 
more on take-out and fast food (Mc-
Creery and McCreery 2006). Thus, it 
would appear that McDonald’s actually 
opened the door for more multicultural 
and fast-food dining for many Japa-
nese consumers. 

Anthropologist Tulasi Srinivas has 
studied the “McDonaldization” pro-
cess of globalization in India (2002). 
The major marketing obstacle that 

faced McDonald’s in India was the 
image of a beef patty on a bun in the 
eyes of the majority of Hindu peoples, 
who maintain beliefs regarding the sa-
credness of cows. Srinivas noted that 
McDonald’s invested a great deal of 
time and money to build appropriate 
kitchens in their restaurants that pre-
vented the mixing of vegetarian foods 
with meat products. Eventually, Mc-
Donald’s began to localize its foods 
by developing the Maharajah Mac, a 
type of Indian spiced hamburger, along 
with a vegetarian menu. However, this 
was not appealing to the majority of 
Indian consumers. Srinivas concludes 
that companies such as McDonald’s, 
Pizza Hut, and KFC, which represent 
the standardization and cultural ho-
mogenization of food, do not become 
profi table in the multiethnic, pluralistic 
consumer atmosphere in India. Sociol-
ogist George Ritzer, in his provocative 
book The McDonaldization of Society,
describes the standardized and ho-
mogenized commercialization of U.S. 
popular culture as lowering the level 
of sophistication wherever its long 
tentacles reach (2010). In contrast to 
the change refl ected in Peter Berger’s 
phrase “sacramental consumption” 
for the former Soviet Union and China, 
Srinivas emphasizes that this aspect 
of the Big Mac does not apply to India 
because the Indian population resides 
in a pluralistic democratic nation. Thus, 
glocalization of McDonald’s takes a 
much different form in India. 

Finally, in a broad, comprehensive 
essay accompanying his study of Mc-
Donald’s in Indonesia, anthropologist 
Ronald Lukens-Bull demonstrates the 
process of glocalization, which has 
taken a different form in that coun-
try (2003). The Big Mac came to Ja-
karta, Indonesia, in 1990, and by 
2003, there were 108 stores employ-
ing about 800 people. Lukens-Bull 
indicates that McDonald’s is a pres-
tigious and expensive form of dining 
for the vast majority of Indonesians. 

It is identifi ed with an upwardly mobile 
middle class of consumers—young 
teens who wear jeans and watch a 
version of MTV Asia. In central Jakarta, 
the major McDonald’s—near the Hard 
Rock Café, Chili’s, movie theaters, 
and department stores—has a forty-
foot inflatable Ronald McDonald in a 
Buddhist– or Sufi  Islamic–like medita-
tive position. Local Indonesians refer 
to him as “Ronald Bertapa,” or the 
Meditating Ronald. Thus, Ronald Ber-
tapa is a powerful syncretic symbol in 
Indonesia associated with the original 
Hindu-Buddhist traditions of Indonesia 
blended with the legends of the nine 
original Sufi  saints who brought Islam 
to Indonesia. 

Another Ronald McDonald statue 
in Bali appears to co-opt art and cul-
ture in order to market hamburgers 
to Western tourists. And one other 
Ronald McDonald fi gure in East Java 
was referred to as the “freedom 
fi ghter.” This “freedom-fi ghting” Ronald 
McDonald was pictured riding on a 
tank with friends waving the Indone-
sian flag to celebrate independence 
from the Dutch. The multiplicity of 
symbols associated with McDonald’s 
and its particular glocalization in 
Indonesia represents a cultural accom-
modation to external sources and also 
the ambivalence that those external 
sources reflect in various modes of 
discourse about modernity, Western 
influence, and its impact on Islamic 
culture in Indonesia. 

Points to Ponder 

1. What do you see as the negative 
and positive aspects of McDonald’s 
restaurants moving into different 
societies of the world? 

2. What does the adaptation of the 
new forms of McDonald’s in differ-
ent societies suggest about culture 
change?

3. If you were traveling outside of the 
United States, would you eat in a 
McDonald’s restaurant and why? 
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Preserving Indigenous Societies 
Most anthropologists argue that indigenous peoples 
should be able to make free and informed choices regard-
ing their destiny, instead of being coerced into assimilat-
ing (Hitchcock 1988, 2004b; Bodley 1990). As previously 
discussed, many nonstate societies have tried to resist 
domination by outside powers, but generally have lacked 
the power to do so successfully. In some cases, anthro-
pologists assisted these peoples in their struggles. Many 
anthropologists not only are engaged in ethnographic 
studies of these populations, but also are supporting hu-
man rights efforts and economic and educational projects 
to enhance the ability of these people to become more 
informed about what comes along with globalization and 
increasing contact with the outside world. Many anthro-
pologists are active in Cultural Survival, an organization 
devoted to assisting indigenous peoples and their strug-
gles with governments and multinational corporations. 

Also, since the 1970s, many indigenous peoples them-
selves have become active in preserving their way of life. 
For example, at a 1975 assembly on the Nootka, a Northwest 
Coast American Indian chiefdom on Vancouver Island, the 
World Council of Indigenous Peoples was founded. Fifty-
two delegates representing indigenous peoples from nine-
teen countries established this council, which has become a 
nongovernmental organization of the United Nations (Fagan 
1984b). The council endorsed the right of indigenous peo-
ples to maintain their traditional economic and cultural 
structures. It emphasized that native populations have a 
special relationship to their languages and should not be 
forced to abandon them. It further stressed that land and 
natural resources should not be taken from native popula-
tions. However, as we have seen above, at times govern-
ments and multinational corporations are oblivious to the 
rights of indigenous peoples and their rights to their ances-
tral lands. As indigenous peoples have become more edu-
cated, they have been involved in employing the Internet 
resources and other communications technologies to unify 
different indigenous groups throughout the world. Recently 
in 2007 after many years of negotiations, the United Nations 
adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples. Hopefully, this resolution will enable the indigenous 
people to improve their economic, social, health, and edu-
cational conditions in the global arena. 

Pro- and Anti-Globalization: 
An Anthropological Contribution 
Throughout the world, there have been both positive and 
negative appraisals of the process of globalization and 
its impact on societies around the globe. International 

economist Jagdish Bhagwati authored a recent book, In 
Defense of Globalization (2004). In this book, Bhagwati 
notices that politicians and movements in the United 
States on the right and on the left have mounted po-
litical arguments against globalization. The politicians on 
the right emphasize the negative effects of globalization 
on the U.S. economy, whereas some on the left argue 
that globalization serves only the capitalist interests of 
multinational corporations and results in harmful and 
negative consequences for the environment and in eco-
nomic exploitation in underdeveloped societies. After 
many years of economic research in Asia and elsewhere 
on the developing global trends, Bhagwati suggests that 
both sides of this anti-globalization political crusade are 
extreme and that we need to empirically evaluate the 
realities of both positive and negative consequences of 
globalization. He urges a middle-of-the-road approach 
that is based on a pragmatic solution to deal with the 
impact of globalization. 

Bhagwati suggests that globalization trends need 
to be studied to comprehend their effects not only on 
economic and environmental developments, but also 
on pro- and anti-globalization ideologies across the po-
litical spectrum. Migration and immigration policies, the 
role of NGOs (nongovernment organizations), increasing 
inequality both within societies and between societies, 
workers’ wages, child labor, prostitution, gender inequi-
ties, child-care and work issues, and constraints on the 
emergence of democratic institutions and civil society 
that can sustain positive and inhibit negative trends in 
globalization need examination. 

Cultural anthropologists and their research projects 
all around the world are perfectly situated to under-
stand these aspects of globalization at the local level 
through their ethnographic findings. As we shall see 
in Chapter  17, on contemporary global trends, these 
ethnographic research projects are aimed at assessing 
both the positive and the negative aspects of globaliza-
tion through empirical investigation of current environ-
mental, demographic, and technological trends, as well 
as economic, political, and religious developments that 
have emerged in many regions of the world. Obvi-
ously, during this historical time period, globalization 
has produced some high-stakes winners and losers 
among different countries and groups within countries. 
For example, everyone in the pro- and anti-globalization 
factions concurs that there has been a widening of the 
wealth gap both within and among different societies. 
In Chapter 17, we shall see how anthropologists are 
evaluating this issue, as well as others, through their 
extensive ethnographic research. 



Chapter 13 �  Globalization, Culture, and Indigenous Societies   291

Summary
This chapter focuses on the process of globalization and 
the impact it has had on the world today. There is no 
widespread consensus within anthropology on what the 
definitive aspects of globalization are. However, many 
aspects of globalization are evident in the new, rapidly 
changing high-tech economy and technology; the im-
migration of different peoples throughout the world; 
and the wide diffusion of culture through new forms of 
media. Anthropologists have been investigating differ-
ent aspects of globalization and its effects on people’s 
lives in many different societies. Various theories that 
are developments from early ideas of Max Weber and 
Karl Marx to explain the process of globalization have 
led to models such as modernization, dependency, and 
world-systems theory. Anthropologists have drawn from 
these various theories and integrated their findings from 
local areas and are trying to understand how global 
changes are influencing the cultural developments that 
they study. 

The modernization theorists developed the termi-
nology of the First, Second, and Third Worlds to divide 
up the planet’s societies. However, today these simplis-
tic categories do not apply to the complexity of socio-
economic and cultural developments. Dependency and 
world-systems models have also been criticized as being 
too simplistic in accounting for the diversity of societies 
throughout the world. 

Some theorists in political science have devel-
oped generalized models of globalization that have 
influenced political policies. Anthropologists find 

weaknesses in these models, as they do not discuss the 
nuances and subtleties of culture, ethnicity, religious 
beliefs, and local circumstances in different societies. 
Anthropologists continue to produce ethnographic 
studies that draw on local data combined with an un-
derstanding of how global changes are occurring very 
quickly around the world. 

Anthropologists believe that general models of 
globalization are too simplistic in accounting for the 
enormous diversity of culture found throughout the 
world. Anthropologists are conducting in-depth eth-
nographic studies on the process of globalization and 
how it influences technological, economic, social, po-
litical, and religious developments in trying to under-
stand how these processes have an impact on local 
communities. 

Anthropologists have been doing research on the 
indigenous peoples throughout the world who are 
impacted by globalization. These indigenous societ-
ies have had a very difficult time in confrontation with 
globalization and have usually been overwhelmed by 
this process. Some of these indigenous societies have 
tried to resist globalization through revitalization move-
ments that attempt to restore some aspects of tradi-
tional culture. Globalization has had dramatic negative 
consequences for most bands, tribes, and chiefdoms. 
Anthropologists are actively involved in assisting these 
people in their political struggle for more autonomy 
and choice as they encounter these new globalization 
processes. 
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Questions to Think About 
1. What do anthropologists mean by the term 

globalization?

 2.  What do you see in your everyday life that results 
from the process of globalization? 

 3.  What are the strengths and weaknesses in the three 
economic models of globalization in this chapter? 
What would you adopt or reject regarding these 
models?

4. What are the weaknesses in the approaches of Ben-
jamin Barber and Samuel Huntington to understand-
ing globalization? 

 5.  How has globalization influenced bands, tribes, and 
chiefdom societies? Do you see any positive aspects 
of globalization presently for these societies? What 
do you think will happen to these societies in the 
future?
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Chapter Questions 

� What were the early phases of Western colonialism 
in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean? 

� What were the demographic, economic, political, and 
religious changes associated with globalization in Latin 
America, Africa, and the Caribbean? 

� Why did independence, nationalist, and revolutionary 
movements develop in Latin America, Africa, and the 
Caribbean?

� How are the Latin American, African, and Caribbean 
countries situated in the global economy today? 

� What have anthropologists learned about the 
peasantry in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean? 

� What are the characteristics of family and gender 
relationships in Latin America, Africa, and the 
Caribbean?

� How has urbanization infl uenced Latin America, Africa, 
and the Caribbean? 

industrialization, as discussed in Chapter 12, families were 
dislocated and disrupted by rapid urbanization and other 
changes. People were torn away from their traditional 
communities of support, and ethnic and religious commu-
nities no longer provided the source of security they once 
did. Extensive migration, urban congestion, increases 
in deviance and crime, political corruption, population 
growth, pollution, and other social problems accompanied 
industrialization in these so-called First World countries. 

But the countries that we discuss in this chapter 
and the next are facing these globalization processes in 
a much different way from the First World industrialized 
countries. The industrialized countries, such as the United 
States and the countries of Europe, had centuries to adjust 
to these processes, whereas other areas of the world have 
been experiencing aspects of globalization for a short pe-
riod of time. Although these processes began during the 
time of colonization for most of these countries, it is only 
within the past few decades that globalization has pen-
etrated deeply within the fabric of these societies. 

Globalization and Colonialism 
Latin America 
Following Columbus’s explorations in the 1400s, Span-
ish and Portuguese conquistadores led expeditions to the 
Americas. Recall that this was the period of mercantilism
(see Chapter 12), when European states were competing 
to accumulate wealth to build their national treasuries. 
The Portuguese and Spanish were the first Europeans to 
engage in this mercantilist competition. Columbus believed 
that he had reached islands off Asia, and the Spanish and 
Portuguese were anxious to acquire access to this new 
trade route, in part to cut off the Muslim monopoly on 
trade in the Mediterranean and Asia. Thus, the primary 
objectives of the conquistadores were to find wealth and 
to conquer the Americas. 

The indigenous societies of Latin America consisted 
of four major types of sociocultural systems: small-scale 
hunting-gathering bands; horticulturalist tribes, who lived 
in permanent or semipermanent villages and supple-
mented their diet by hunting, fishing, and gathering; and 
chiefdoms and agricultural empires, such as the those of 
the Aztecs and Incas, which had made complex achieve-
ments in technology, architecture, economic organiza-
tion, and statecraft. 

In 1494, the Spanish and Portuguese governments 
agreed to the Treaty of Tordesillas, which divided the 
world into two major mercantilist spheres of influence. 
As a result, in the Americas the Portuguese took control 
of what is now Brazil, and the Spanish gained access to 
most of the remainder of Latin America. 

Cortés and the Aztec Empire The first major 
collision between the Spanish and the indigenous peo-
ples occurred in 1519, when Hernando Cortés confronted 

M
ost anthropologists have focused on non-
Western countries for their ethnographic re-
search. To understand how globalization 
processes have influenced local conditions 

and cultures, they have had to adopt a broad global 
perspective in their research. The non-Western coun-
tries of Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean com-
prise a complex of diversified regions and cultures that 
cannot be easily characterized. The various countries in 
these regions are located in different types of environ-
mental zones, ranging from highland mountain areas to 
lowland river valleys to small island regions to complex 
urban centers. Each country is made up of various ethnic 
groups in different proportions. As a result of globaliza-
tion, all these countries are at different stages of political 
and economic development. In Chapters 8–10, we dis-
cussed various band, tribal, and chiefdom societies (that 
are very diverse) that exist in these different regions, as 
well as the impact of globalization on their development. 
This chapter begins with an overview of the spread of 
globalization and colonialism in Latin America, Africa, 
and the Caribbean. We then discuss some consequences 
of globalization processes for these regions. Finally, we 
discuss various ethnographic studies that have illumi-
nated the effects of globalization on various institutions 
in these various countries. 

One of the points that we want to stress is that glo-
balization is always a painful process for any society. 
When Europe, the United States, and Japan went through 
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the Aztec Empire in Mexico. After landing at Veracruz, 
Cortés encouraged many native groups who had been 
conquered and subjugated by the Aztecs to revolt against 
the Aztecs and their ruler, Montezuma. Besieged by 
these rebellious peoples and the superior weaponry 
of the Spaniards—especially guns and cannons—the 
Aztec state quickly crumbled. In 1521, Cortés and his 
Native American allies captured Tenochtitlán, establishing 
Spanish domination over the entire empire. 

The Spanish then went on to conquer Mesoamerica, 
including Mexico, Honduras, and Guatemala, as well as 
areas in southeastern and southwestern North America. 
Similar conquests occurred in various regions of South 
America, such as Francisco Pizarro’s conquest of the 
Incas. The Spanish ransacked these civilizations, tak-
ing the gold, silver, precious stones, and other valuables 
these people had accumulated. After this first phase of 
conquest and occupation, the Spanish began to exploit 
this wealth for the benefit of their home country. They 
developed systems of mining, commercial agriculture, 
livestock raising, and trading. These new forms of eco-
nomic organization drastically transformed the sociocul-
tural systems of the Americas. 

The region of Brazil in South America contained no 
productive agricultural states such as those of the Aztecs 
and Incas, and the native population consisted of only 
about 1 million people. Therefore, instead of searching 
for wealth in the form of gold, silver, and other precious 
goods, the Portuguese turned immediately to developing 
commercial agriculture and introduced sugar plantations. 
The plantation system initially relied on local labor, but 
because there were few natives in this area, the Portu-
guese also imported African slaves. 

The Spanish and Portuguese established an elaborate 
bureaucracy to manage control over their colonies. They 
set up vice-royalties to administer political power that 
would serve the royal interests in the home countries. 
All of the modern borders and national identities of Latin 
America today are derived from the lines drawn by the 
vice-royalties representing the royal families in Spain and 
Portugal. In addition, the Spanish established a policy 
known as reducciones de Indios (reductions of the 
Indians) to assimilate the indigenous Indians into 
European culture and religion. The indigenous Indians 
were relocated and concentrated into garrison towns or 
pueblos supervised by the Spanish military and priests. 
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Africa
European expansion into Africa began with the Portu-
guese, who came seeking gold; their explorers reached 
the West African coast in the second half of the fifteenth 
century. Although they did not find in Africa the vast 
amounts of gold that the Americas had yielded, they dis-
covered another source of wealth: slaves. 

Slave Trade In earlier chapters, we noted that slav-
ery was an accepted institution in some chiefdoms and 
agricultural states around the world. Slavery existed 
throughout much of the ancient agricultural world, in-
cluding Egypt, Greece, Rome, the Middle East, and parts 
of Africa. Until the twentieth century, various Middle 
Eastern empires maintained an extensive slave trade 
based on African labor (Hourani 1991). In Africa, agri-
cultural states such as the Asante kingdom kept war 
captives and criminals as slaves. This slavery, however, 
was much different from that of later Western societies 
(Davidson 1961; Goody 1980). In  Chapter 11, we dis-
cussed the “open” forms of slavery associated with soci-
eties with abundant land and low populations. In Africa, 
this open system included slaves who were attached to 
extended families and became part of the domestic so-
cial unit. They could own property and marry, and they 
were protected from mutilation and murder by formal-
ized norms or legal institutions. 

The Portuguese initiated the major European slave 
trade around 1440. They took slaves from coastal ar-
eas of West Africa to Portugal and to some islands in 
the Mediterranean. African slaves became the major 
source of labor for the expanding plantation systems in 
North and South America, Portugal, and Holland. By the 
1700s, England and France became the dominant slave-
trading nations. 

Unlike the open forms of slavery found in Africa, 
these Western countries classified slaves as property; they 
had no personal rights and could never be incorporated 
into the owner’s domestic family or social system. These 
countries traded goods and weapons with certain African 
groups, who, in turn, supplied the Europeans with 
slaves. Sometimes, African leaders simply relied upon 
the local institutions of slavery to sell their own slaves 
to the Europeans. In many cases, however, coastal 
Africans raided inland villages for slaves. These practices 
had emerged in the earlier slave trade with the Islamic 
empires to the north. 

Millions of slaves were taken from Africa and trans-
ported to Latin America and the Caribbean. The Atlan-
tic slave trade declined in the early nineteenth century, 
when antislavery movements in Britain and France 
led to the prohibition of slave trading. British ships 
patrolled the coasts of Africa to capture slave traders, 
although many ships eluded this blockade. The slave 
trade through Britain ended in 1808, but the complete 
abolition of the slave trade was not possible until coun-
tries such as Brazil and the United States abandoned their

plantation systems. The United States made slavery 
illegal in 1865, and Brazil did so in 1888. The devastat-
ing effects of the slave trade, however, has continued to 
plague Africa to the present. 

Colonization in Africa Europeans generally did 
not venture into the interior of Africa for colonization 
during the mercantilist phase from 1500 to 1600. The 
threat of malaria and military resistance kept them in 
the coastal regions. During the late nineteenth century, 
however, European nations began to compete vigorously 
for African territories. To serve their needs for raw ma-
terials and overseas markets, the British, French, Dutch, 
Belgians, and Germans partitioned different areas of 
Africa into colonies, as reflected in the boundaries 
of present-day countries. 

In West Africa, the difficult climate and the presence 
of diseases such as malaria discouraged large-scale Eu-
ropean settlement. The British, French, and Germans, 
however, established commercial enterprises to con-
trol the production and exportation of products such as 
palm oil (used in soap making) and cocoa (Wolf [1982] 
1997, 2001). 

In Central Africa, King Leopold of Belgium incor-
porated the 900,000 acres of the Congo as a private 
preserve. He controlled the basic economic assets of 
the region through stock ownership in companies that 
were allowed to develop the rubber and ivory trade. In 
doing so, the king used brutal methods of forced labor 
that caused the population to decline by one-half (from 
20 million to 10 million) during his reign, from 1885 to 
1908 (Miller 1988). 

In East Africa during the 1880s, the Germans and the 
British competed for various territories to develop plan-
tations and other enterprises. This rivalry eventually re-
sulted in treaties that gave the British the colony of Kenya 
and the Germans a large territory known as Tanganyika. 
British and German settlers flocked to these countries 
and took possession of lands from the native peoples. 

The colonization of southern Africa began in the late 
seventeenth century, when Dutch explorers built a refu-
eling station for their ships at Cape Town. From that site, 
Dutch settlers, first called Boers and later Afrikaners, pen-
etrated into the region. The Boers displaced, and often 
enslaved, the native peoples, including foragers such as 
the Ju/’hoansi San and tribal peoples such as the Hot-
tentots. They eventually adopted a racially based, hier-
archical system in which the Boers occupied the highest 
ranks, followed by the coloreds (people of mixed parent-
age), the Bantu-speaking agriculturalists, and people like 
the Ju/’hoansi San and Hottentots. Each group was segre-
gated from the others and treated differently. The Boers 
eventually decimated most of the Hottentots through 
genocidal policies. 

As the Dutch were settling these lands, the British 
were also penetrating into southern Africa. They incor-
porated several kingdoms, which they transformed into 
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native reservations under British control. Fearful of Brit-
ish expansion, the Boers migrated north into lands that 
had long been inhabited by the Bantu-speaking Zulus. 
This migration became known as the Great Trek. Al-
though the Zulus fought bitterly against this encroach-
ment, they were defeated in 1838 by the superior military 
technology of the Boers (Service 1975). 

As the Boers moved north, they established the re-
publics of Natal, the Orange Free State, and the Trans-
vaal. In the meantime, gold and diamonds had been 
discovered in these areas, leading to intense competition 
between the British and the Boers. In the Boer War of 
1899–1902, the British defeated the Boers and annexed 
all their republics. In 1910, the British established the 
Union of South Africa. 

The Caribbean 
The Caribbean islands consist of four distinct geographi-
cal regions: the first contains the Bahamas, nearest to the 
coast of North America; the second, called the Greater 
Antilles, consists of Cuba and Hispaniola (Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic), Jamaica, the Cayman Islands, 

Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands; the third, the Lesser 
Antilles, includes Antigua, Barbuda, Dominica, St. Lucia, 
St. Vincent, the Grenadines, Grenada, and St. Christopher-
Nevis (St. Kitts); the fourth, off the coast of South 
America, includes Trinidad, Tobago, Barbados, Aruba, 
Cuacao, and Bonaire. Some of the islands, such as Cuba, 
Haiti, and Puerto Rico, came under Spanish rule by 1500. 
Others were divided up by other European powers, such 
as the British, French, and Dutch. 

Unlike the mainland regions, these islands did not 
have large, complex agricultural states with accumulated 
treasures. Therefore, the colonial powers introduced 
commercialized agriculture, usually in the form of sugar 
plantations, an agricultural system that had been devel-
oping in the Mediterranean region (Mintz 1985; Kephart 
2011). As these sugar plantations were developed, large 
numbers of African slaves were imported by the Europe-
ans to labor on these plantations. When the African slave 
trade began to decline, the British replaced slave labor 
with East Indian workers on some of the islands. Thus, 
the islands of the Caribbean are an extremely diverse 
region, with Hispanic, French, Dutch, African, and East 
Indian cultural influences. 
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An example of the strong traditional African influ-
ence is evident in Haiti, Jamaica, and other islands. For 
example, Carriacou, a small island located in the eastern 
Caribbean between Grenada and St. Vincent, provides 
an example of the retention and reformulation of Af-
rican beliefs and practices in the context of New World 
slavery. Most residents of Carriacou are descendants of 
African slaves brought to the island in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, first by French and later by 
British planters. After emancipation in the 1830s, most of 
the European planters left; the former slaves developed 
a relatively egalitarian society based upon subsistence 
activities such as farming and fishing, supplemented by 
market activity and also by migration to places offering 
opportunities for wage labor. This relative isolation al-
lowed Carriacou people to maintain their connections to 
their African past in ways not available to former slaves in 
other places. For example, Carriacouans continue to trace 
their descent from particular African ethnic groups, some 
of which are the Igbo, Yoruba, Mandingo, Congo, and 
Kromanti (Asante). Along with this knowledge, talented 
musicians keep alive the traditional drumming patterns 
associated with each group, and these have been com-
bined over the years with new songs in Creole French 
and Creole English. 

The songs and drumming patterns are the central 
feature of the ritual known as the Big Drum or Nation 
Dance, which is held to celebrate special occasions such 
as the launching of a boat, a marriage, the placing of 
a permanent tombstone, or a bountiful harvest. A Big 
Drum ceremony may also be held to honor a request for 
food from the ancestors; such requests come to the living 
through dreams and are considered very important.

The Big Drum ceremony usually takes place at night 
in the yard of the ceremony’s sponsor. An important fea-
ture of the ceremony, in addition to the drumming and 
singing, is food, which is prepared in sufficient quantity 
to be shared with all who attend the ceremony. Some of 
the food is set aside for the ancestors; this food, called the 
saraka or “parents’ plate,” is placed on a table inside 
the house and watched over by an elder woman called a 
gangan. This woman has “special sight” and can tell when 
the ancestors have come and eaten their fill; the saraka is 
then distributed among the children at the ceremony. 

The ceremony, including the drumming and the 
sharing of food, might be considered an example of reci-
procity similar to that which takes place in some tribal 
societies (see  Chapter 9) because it serves to reinforce 
the Carriacouan values of egalitarianism and sharing (Hill 
1977; McDaniel 1998; Kephart 2011). 

On the island of Martinique, as elsewhere in the 
Caribbean, three centuries of people living on cane 
plantations resulted in the weaving of a rich fabric of 
cultural materials—folklore, ideas about value and 
tastes, the Creole language, and so on. Today, Martini-
cans from all walks of life recognize the central role of 
the plantation in the cultural makeup of the island. 

Consequences of Globalization 
and Colonialism 
Demographic Change 
The immediate impact of the West on Mesoamerica, South 
America, Africa, and the Caribbean was disastrous for lo-
cal populations. In Mesoamerica, South America, and the 
Caribbean, the native population began to decline drasti-
cally. One of the major reasons for this decline was the 
introduction of diseases—smallpox, typhoid fever, mea-
sles, influenza, the mumps—to which the Indians had no 
resistance because they had never been exposed to them 
before. In Brazil and the Caribbean, the importation of 
African slaves led to the introduction of diseases such as 
malaria and yellow fever. Although the numbers vary, ar-
chaeologists estimate that at least 25 million people lived 
in Mesoamerica when the Europeans arrived; by 1650, 
only 1.5 million remained (Wolf [1982] 1997). In some ar-
eas, 95 percent of the indigenous population was wiped 
out by disease (Skidmore and Smith 2005). 

Rapid depopulation was also due to the stresses in-
duced by the new forms of labor to which these peoples 
were subjected. Large-scale slave raiding decimated native 
populations. The rigorous forms of enforced labor—
including slavery—in mining, on plantations, and in live-
stock raising created serious health problems and caused 
numerous deaths. In addition, the collapse of the indig-
enous patterns of intensive agriculture brought about 
famines and food shortages. All of these factors increased 
the social and biological stresses that aided the spread of 
disease in these populations (Wolf [1982] 1997). 

The demographic consequences of the slave trade 
in Africa were also immense. Historians estimate that as 
many as 40 million Africans were captured from the in-
terior between 1440 and 1870 (Davis 1984, 2006; Miller 
1988). During this period, about 30 million Africans per-
ished on their march from the inland regions or during 
the voyage to the New World. Approximately 12 million 
Africans were imported forcibly to the Americas. Many of 
them were in their prime reproductive years, which, in 
conjunction with the wars between the coastal and inte-
rior regions, may account for the slow growth of Africa’s 
population during this period (Wolf [1982] 1997). 

In the long run, however, Western expansion and 
colonialism in non-Western countries brought unprece-
dented demographic growth to the populations of these 
agricultural states. For example, the population of Mexico 
tripled in the nineteenth century from 2.5 million to 
9 million, and Cuba’s population increased from 550,000 
in the nineteenth century to 5.8 million in 1953. Appar-
ently, as Europeans began to change the indigenous 
population from traditional subsistence peasant farming 
to the production of cash crops, fertility rates began to 
rise in the traditional villages. There were labor shortages 
in the villages, and peasants responded by having larger 
extended families to try to maintain their subsistence 
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peasant farming (Robbins 2005). And generally, fertility 
rates continue to remain high in most of the countries of 
Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean. 

Eventually, new medical and sanitation practices 
introduced by modernization led to a tremendous re-
duction in death rates through the control of smallpox, 
plague, yellow fever, and malaria. Meanwhile, birth rates 
remained high. The combination of reduced death rates 
and high birth rates led to dramatic population increases. 
In Chapter 17, we discuss some of the global effects of 
these population trends. 

Economic Change 
The economic changes that occurred with globalization 
in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean wrought a 
dramatic transformation in these societies. In Latin America, 
the Spanish developed large-scale mining operations that 
used forced labor. In addition to gold, the Spanish dis-
covered vast supplies of silver in Mexico and Bolivia. The 
American mines eventually became the major source of 
bullion accumulated by mercantile Spain. For example, 
of the 7 million pounds of silver extracted from these 
mines, the Spanish Crown collected 40 percent. 

New patterns of economic organization were intro-
duced in Latin America and the Caribbean after the Ibe-
rian (Portuguese and Spanish) conquest. In the Spanish 
areas, the Crown rewarded the conquistadores with the 
encomienda, or grants of Indian land, tribute, and labor, 
which reduced the Indians to dependents because it was 
based upon forced labor. 

Eventually, the encomienda system was superseded 
by the hacienda (in Brazil,  fazenda), or large-scale plan-
tation. Established during the colonial period, haciendas
and fazendas remained the major economic institutions 
in Latin America until the mid–twentieth century. The 
owners, called hacendados or  fazendieros, acquired sta-
tus, wealth, and power by owning the land and subjugat-
ing the tenants, or peons, who were tied to the haciendas
through indebtedness and lived in shacks. In certain re-
spects, the haciendas and  fazendas were similar to the 
feudalistic manors of European societies described in 
Chapter 18.

Although the haciendas and  fazendas were self- 
sufficient economic units providing the essential resources 
for the owners and tenants, they were not efficient (Wolf 
1969, [1982] 1997). The hacendados tended to be preoc-
cupied with their social prestige and comfortable lifestyle 
and did not attempt to produce cash crops for the world 
market or use their land productively. This pattern of 
inefficient, localized production and marketing of the 
haciendas is still visible in much of Latin America. 

After three centuries of Iberian rule, much of Latin 
America consisted of these inefficient  haciendas, eco-
nomically deprived Indian communities with limited 
land, and a native population that was undernourished, 
maltreated, overworked, and reduced to bondage. An 

enormous social gap developed between the Indian pe-
ons and a class of individuals who identified with Iberian 
political and economic interests. 

The wealthy hacendados were also the most im-
portant political leaders or caudillos who held political 
power over many peasants and Indians in the different 
regions of Latin America. They were the unelected sheriffs 
and judges who administered their own law with armed 
private militias. This form of leadership in Latin America 
is referred to as caudillismo, which laid the foundation 
for the pattern of post-colonial military-based dictatorships 
that emerged throughout much of Latin America. 

In Africa during the first phase of colonialism, the 
different European powers attempted to make their col-
onies economically self-sufficient. African labor was re-
cruited for work on the commercialized plantations and 
in the gold and diamond mines. Native workers received 
substandard wages and were forced to pay head taxes 
to the colonial regimes. Head taxes were assessed for 
each individual and had to be paid in cash. By requir-
ing cash payments, the colonial governments forced villag-
ers to abandon subsistence agriculture and become wage 
laborers. In eastern and southern Africa, many choice 
agricultural lands were taken from the native peoples and 

given to British and Dutch settlers. 
As the demand for 

exports from 

An Indian peasant man in Peru. 
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Africa began to increase in the world-market system, the 
colonial powers began to develop transportation and 
communication systems linking coastal cities with inland 
regions. The purpose of these systems was to secure sup-
plies of natural resources and human labor. 

These colonial processes completely disrupted the in-
digenous production and exchange systems. Africans were 
drawn into the wage economy. Monetary systems based 
on European coinage were introduced, displacing former 
systems of exchange. The price of African labor and goods 
came to be determined by the world market. Global eco-
nomic conditions began to shape the sociocultural systems 
and strategies of native peoples throughout Africa. 

One major consequence of Western colonialism was 
the integration of many agricultural village communities 
into wider regional and global economic patterns. Al-
though the precolonial traditional villages were probably 
never entirely self-sufficient and were tied to regional and 
national trading networks, through Western colonialism, 
the village peasantry was no longer isolated from cities, 
and the global market determined the prices for agricul-
tural goods. The transformation of agricultural economies 
triggered dramatic changes in traditional rural communi-
ties. Because few peasants had enough capital to own 
and manage land, much of the land fell into the hands 
of colonial settlers, large landowners, and moneylend-
ers. In many cases, these changes encouraged absentee 
land ownership and temporary tenancy. Long-term care 
of the land by the peasantry was sacrificed for immediate 
profits. Land, labor, and capital were thus disconnected 
from the village kinship structures of reciprocity and re-
distribution, or what has been referred to as the moral 
economy (see  Chapter 11). Peasants were incorporated 
into the global capitalist cash economy.

Religious Change 
Numerous religious changes occurred with globalization. 
The Roman Catholic Church played a major role in Latin 
American society during the colonial period. Initially, the 
conquistadores were not sure whether the native peoples 
were fully human; that is, they were not certain that the 
natives had souls. After the Spanish authorities, backed by 
the Pope, ruled that the Indians did indeed have souls and 
could be saved, various missionaries began to convert the 
Indians to Catholicism. Through the reducciones de Indios
policies, the Spanish missionaries established the garrison 
towns, pueblos, and villages where the Indians were re-
located and forced to assimilate to European culture and 
Catholicism. However, as the Indian population converted 
and died off, the Catholic Church began to become more 
self-interested. During the sixteenth century, the Catholic 
Church became the largest landholder in Latin America, 
earning huge sums from rents on its property. 

In general, the Spanish missionaries repressed the in-
digenous religious traditions of the native peoples and 
forced them to convert to Catholicism. However, the in-
digenous religions of Mesoamerica, for example, were 
able to absorb the foreign Catholic beliefs and practices 
without giving up their own (Berdan 1982). Many local 
religious conceptions were somewhat analogous to Cath-
olic beliefs. A process of religious syncretism devel-
oped, in which indigenous beliefs and practices blended 
with those of Christianity. For example, the central theo-
logical tenet of Christianity, that Jesus sacrificed his life 
for the salvation of humanity, was acceptable to people 
whose religious traditions included human sacrifices for 
the salvation of Mesoamerican peoples (see Chapter 11).
The Indians were also attracted to the elaborate rituals 
and colorful practices associated with the Virgin Mary 

Candy skulls, called calaveras, are given 
to family and friends to celebrate the Day 
of the Dead in Mexico. 
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and the saints. Catholic beliefs and practices were assimi-
lated into traditional indigenous cosmologies, creating 
powerful symbolic images and rituals. 

One well-known tradition that has endured in Mex-
ico, representing a combination of pre-Hispanic and 
Spanish Catholic religious beliefs and practices, is the 
Día de los Muertos (the Day of the Dead). The  Día de 
los Muertos takes place on November 2nd, the day after 
All Saints’ Day ( Todos los Santos). This is the time when 
the souls of the dead return to Earth to visit their living 
relatives. Día de los Muertos is a time when families get 
together for feasting. They construct altars to the dead 
and offer food and drink and prayers to the souls of 
their dead relatives. The altar usually has a photograph 
of the dead person, along with an image of Jesus or the 
Virgin Mary. For those who died as children, the altar 
may have toys or sugar treats made in the shape of ani-
mals. Mexicans prepare for this day many months ahead 
of time. They prepare candy skulls, calaveras, which 
are given out to everyone in the family and to friends. 
The families incur a substantial expense for the foods, 
chocolate sauces ( mole), and drinks, along with flowers, 
candles, and incense, for the festivities. Food, drinks, 
and gifts of the calaveras are exchanged to symbolize 
strong linkages among family members, both living and 
dead. It is the most important ritual in Mexico exem-
plifying the crucial links between the past pre-Hispanic 
symbolic culture and the present. The Día de los Muertos
represents the persistence of cultural traditions despite 
the globalizing processes and religious traditions that 
came with European colonialism (Norget 1996, 2006; 
Garciagodoy 1998).

Despite the official position of the Catholic Church 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, indigenous religious 
traditions have survived for centuries, partly because 
Catholicism had evolved over a long period in Europe, 

during which it absorbed a number of indigenous “pa-
gan” traditions. Thus, Catholicism was predisposed to 
accommodate the indigenous religious traditions in the 
Americas (Ingham 1986). 

In addition, the slaves that were imported from 
Africa to Latin America and the Caribbean brought tradi-
tional African religious beliefs and practices that were also 
absorbed into Catholicism. In Brazil, these religious tradi-
tions are referred to as Umbanda and Macumba; in north-
east Brazil, they are known as Candomble. In Cuba, these 
syncretic traditions are called Santería (Bowen 2005). 

On the island of Haiti, many of the people believe in 
the tradition known as Vodoun. Vodoun is a similar com-
bination of African and other traditions. Vodounists be-
lieve that they communicate directly with spirits. Vodoun
traditions have evolved into a code of ethics, education, 
and a system of politics that are evident throughout Hai-
tian society. Secret vodoun based practices are highly 
complex spiritual cosmologies and communities that con-
trol much of everyday life in Haiti. These secret societies 
trace their origins to escaped slaves that organized revolts 
against the French colonizers. They meet at night and 
use traditional African drumming and celebrations. The 
vodounists’ complex belief system involves practices of 
priests or priestesses that can do harm to people. One 
practice is known as zombification. Using the poison of 
a puffer fish, they can cause an individual to appear to 
die and then recover several days later. The victims of 
the poisoning remain conscious but are not able to speak 
or move. Zombification and the threat of zombification 
were used by the secret societies to police the Haitian 
rural communities and maintain order (Metraux, Char-
ters, and Mintz 1989; W. Davis 1997). All these syncretic 
traditions combining traditional African religions and 
Catholicism are sometimes called spiritism and are evi-
dent in many parts of Latin America and the Caribbean.

A Voodoo altar in Haiti. 
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KRISTIN NORGET: 
Research in Mexico  

K r istin Norget’s involvement 
with anthropology was never 
a single, conscious choice, but 

rather a result of a series of decisions 
concerning how she preferred to live 
her life and what was meaningful to 
her. When she was a child growing up 
in the prairie city of Winnipeg, in central 
Canada, the subject of anthropology 
was embodied by the big, thick book 
that sat on the living room table, fi lled 
with photos of apes and of archaeolo-
gists unearthing treasures from ruins 
in far-off places. It was not something 
to which she could relate readily. How-
ever, she always had the urge to travel, 
to see the possibility for ways of view-
ing and being in the world that were 
different from her immediate world of 
experience.

Norget’s fi rst “fi eldwork” was dur-
ing her last year of high school, when 
she spent two weeks in Jamaica do-
ing research on Rastafarianism for 
a paper in a course on comparative 
politics. This experience, though brief, 
left a strong impact and inspired her 
to seek ways to fi nd the same kind of 
connection with, and understanding 

about, people and culture not acces-
sible through books and formal edu-
cation alone. 

Norget’s fi rst direct contact with an-
thropology as a more encompassing 
body of ideas about humanity and cul-
ture came in her fi rst year at the Uni-
versity of Victoria, when anthropology 
was just one of several courses that 
she took as part of a general arts pro-
gram that included languages, art his-
tory, philosophy, and English literature. 
In a course on cultural anthropology, 
she was intrigued by what anthropol-
ogy offered in terms of immersion in 
themes that had always captivated 
her interest: art, symbolism, religion, 
and other creative domains of culture; 
people’s ways of making sense of their 
worlds; and their innovation and rich-
ness of spirit in situations of material 
impoverishment. After completing her 
undergraduate degree in anthropol-
ogy, she moved to England to begin 
her graduate studies at Cambridge 
University. There she was exposed to 
the classical works of British social 
anthropology and experienced the 
culture shock that came from living 
within a particularly privileged and rare 
slice of English society. Although her 
time in Cambridge was overwhelming 

in some respects, it was also highly 
stimulating and enriching. 

Norget chose as the focus of her 
master’s research the Mexican fes-
tival of the Day of the Dead, a topic 
she saw as encompassing her real 
interests in anthropology related to 
religion, ritual, art, and the expressive 
realms of culture. She had already 

 Anthropologists at Work 

Kristin Norget. 

With European colonization in Africa came mis-
sionaries who established schools to spread Christianity. 
As in Latin America, many of the missionaries in Africa 
were paternalistic toward the native peoples and tried 
to protect them from the worst abuses of colonialism. 
Mission schools served as both hospitals and education 
centers. Many people sent their children to the Chris-
tian schools because this education offered opportuni-
ties for better jobs and higher social status, and many 
people educated in the mission schools became part of 
the elite. 

At the same time, however, the missionaries at-
tempted to repress traditional religious beliefs and prac-
tices. The missionaries believed that to be “saved” the 
Africans had to abandon their customary practices and 
embrace the Christian faith. To some extent, the ethno-
centrism and sometimes racism of the missionaries in 
Africa had tragic consequences for many native peoples. 

Through the educational system, Africans were taught 
that their traditional culture was shameful, something to 
be despised. In many cases, this led to a loss of ethnic 
and cultural identity and sometimes induced feelings of 
self-hatred.

As various Christian denominations missionized 
throughout Africa, a number of syncretistic movements 
began to emerge among the indigenous peoples. They 
became known as Independent African Church denomi-
nations referred to as “Zionist,” “Spiritual,” or “Prophet.” 
The leaders of these churches are often called prophets 
and are known for their charismatic powers of healing. 
Facing the crisis created by colonialism and the loss of 
their traditional culture, many indigenous Africans turned 
to these traditions for relief. In some cases, these syn-
cretic traditions combining traditional spiritual beliefs and 
Christianity have played a pivotal role in political move-
ments throughout Africa (Comaroff 1985). 
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visited Mexico as a tourist and had 
been fascinated by its history, art, and 
literature and moved by the warmth 
and generosity of the Mexicans she 
had met. Her master’s thesis was the 
fi rst stage of her exploration of the Day 
of the Dead (the Mexican commemo-
ration of the Catholic All Souls’ and 
All Saints’ Days), which later evolved 
into a doctoral research project. Nor-
get was already familiar with the Day 
of the Dead from museum exhibitions 
she had attended in England and 
Mexico and from the colorful popu-
lar art and iconography inspired by 
the festival that she had come across 
during her travels. Much of what she 
had previously seen and read about 
the Day of the Dead struck her as 
offering a rather one-dimensional, 
romanticized portrayal of the festival 
as simply a folkloric tradition with strong 
roots in pre-Hispanic religiosity and in a 
supposed quintessentially “Mexican” 
obsession with death. She wanted to 
explore the signifi cance of the festival 
in a more contemporary framework, as 
well as to learn more about the ritual-
ization of death in Mexico. 

Norget chose as her fi eld site the 
southern Mexican city of Oaxaca, lo-
cated in one of the poorest and most 

indigenous regions of the country. The 
urban milieu of Oaxaca enabled her 
to examine the Day of the Dead in a 
dynamic setting in which traditional 
lifeways came into direct interaction 
with tourism, commercialization, and 
other infl uences. Norget situated her 
investigation of the Day of the Dead in 
the context of urban popular culture, 
popular Catholicism, and other ritu-
als concerned with death. During her 
fi eldwork, she immersed herself in the 
local community of the neighborhood 
in which she lived, especially in the re-
ligious dimension of people’s everyday 
lives, taking part in Bible discussion 
groups, masses, and other church 
activities, but especially in funerals 
and other death-related rituals. She 
discovered that death in Oaxaca is 
the inspiration for an elaborate series 
of ritual events and cultural discourses 
concerned with the reinvigoration of 
traditional ideas of collectivism and 
community in a rapidly changing and 
unstable social context in which such 
norms and values are being severely 
eroded. Her research deepened her 
fascination with the very practical way 
in which people use ritual as an arena 
for the imaginative and creative recon-
struction of their social world. 

Since completing her doctorate 
in 1993, Norget has been teaching 
anthropology at McGill University in 
Montreal. Although she fi nds teaching 
very rewarding, she is most content 
when she is in Mexico, immersed in 
doing research, writing, and spend-
ing time with the wide community of 
friends she has amassed there over 
the past ten years. In 1995, she was 
able to extend her interests in popu-
lar religiosity and Catholicism into a 
new research project investigating the 
relation between liberation theology 
and indigenous movements in south-
ern Mexico. Through her work on this 
project, she finds an avenue for her 
continuing fascination with the ways 
that people use religion as a power-
ful means for articulating and actual-
izing their desires for a transformation 
of their social environment. It has also 
brought her into a practical involve-
ment with the human rights struggle in 
Mexico, as well as in Montreal, where 
she is an active member of various lo-
cal Mexican human rights and refugee 
rights organizations. 

Explore the Concept on
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Political Changes: Independence 
and Nationalist Movements 
One important consequence of globalization and colonial-
ism in various Latin American, African, and Caribbean areas 
was the development of political movements that empha-
sized independence and nationalistic ideas. Some of the 
indigenous peoples became educated under the colonial 
regime and began to assert their independence. After ap-
proximately three hundred years of European domination, 
the various regions of Latin America and the Caribbean be-
gan to demand their political autonomy from the colonial 
regimes. An educated descendant of the ancient Incans, 
Tupac Amaru, led a rebellion in Peru against the Spanish 
rulers. Simón Bolívar (1783–1830), a national hero among 
both Venezuelans and Colombians, led a broad-based in-
dependence/nationalist movement. In the French colony of 
Saint Domingue (modern-day Haiti), a major uprising by 

educated slaves influenced by the ideas that motivated the 
French Revolution overthrew the French regime and beat 
back Napoleon’s armies and thus, became a warning for 
all the various colonial regimes in the region (Mintz 1985). 

During the decades following World War II, 
European colonial rule ended in Africa; by the 1970s, no 
fewer than thirty-one former colonies had won their in-
dependence. The first country to do so, the West African 
nation of Ghana, became independent of Britain in 1957. 
Kwame Nkrumah, a charismatic leader who mobilized 
workers, youths, professionals, and farmers to speed up 
the pace of decolonization, led the Ghanian indepen-
dence movement. Ghana’s success intensified indepen-
dence movements elsewhere. By the early 1960s, all of 
the West African countries, including the French colonies 
of Niger, Mali, Senegal, and Dahomey, had gained their 
independence, making a fairly smooth transition to inde-
pendent political control. 
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In the Congo region, however, because of the 
Belgians’ rigid exploitative political and economic poli-
cies, the independence movement was much more dif-
ficult. Belgian colonial policies had brutalized the native 
population, and the inadequate educational system had 
failed to produce an elite, affording Africans in the  Belgian
colonies little opportunity to gain political training for self-
rule or nation building. When Belgium finally granted in-
dependence to the Congo in 1960, it was due more to 
international pressure than to nationalist movements. 

In East Africa, the large numbers of white settlers 
vigorously resisted nationalist movements. In Kenya, for 
example, hostility between the majority Kikuyu tribe and 
white settlers who had appropriated much of the best 
farmland contributed to the Mau Mau uprisings, which 
resulted in thousands of deaths and the imprisonment 
of thousands of Kikuyu in detention camps. Jomo Ke-
nyatta, a British-educated leader who was trained as an 
anthropologist and who had completed an anthropologi-
cal study of the Kikuyu, led Kenya to independence in 
1963 with his call for Uruhu (“freedom” in Swahili). In 
the colony of Tanganyika, nationalist leader Julius Nyer-
ere organized a mass political party insisting on self-rule. 
Tanganyika achieved independence in 1961 and in 1964 
merged with Zanzibar to form the nation of Tanzania. 

In South Africa, colonization and independence 
eventually produced a system of racial stratification 
known as apartheid, in which different populations 
were assigned different statuses with varying social and 
political rights based on racial criteria. Dutch settlers, or 
Afrikaners, inaugurated the apartheid system when they 
came to power after World War II, and apartheid was the 
official policy of South Africa until the early 1990s. 

Apartheid was based on white supremacy and as-
sumed that the culture and values of nonwhite Africans 
rendered them incapable of social, political, and eco-
nomic equality with whites. The government enforced 
this system through legal policies designed to bring about 
strict segregation among populations that were classified 
into different “races.” The population was stratified into a 
hierarchy with whites, who numbered about 4.5 million, 
at the top. Approximately 60 percent of the whites were 
Afrikaners, and the rest were English-speaking. An inter-
mediate category consisted of coloreds—the 2.6 million 
people of mixed European and African ancestry—and 
Asians, primarily immigrants from India and Malaysia, 
who numbered about 800,000. 

At the bottom of the hierarchy were the approxi-
mately 21 million black South Africans, who were divided 
into four major ethnic groups: the Nguni, which includes 
the Xhosa, Zulu, Swazi, and Ndebele; the Sotho; the 
Venda; and the Tsonga (Crapanzano 1986). Important cul-
tural and linguistic differences exist among these groups. 

The policies of apartheid affected every aspect 
of life in South Africa. Blacks were segregated so-
cially and forced into lower-paying—and frequently 

hazardous—occupations. They could not vote or take part 
in strikes, and they had to carry passes and observe cur-
fews. In 1963, the South African government created a 
series of black states called Bantustan homelands, to which 
millions of black South Africans were forcibly removed. 

Opposition to apartheid led to the emergence of vari-
ous resistance and liberation movements, including the ma-
jor resistance group, the African National Congress (ANC), 
formed in 1912. Although the ANC began as a moderate 
political organization calling for a unified South Africa rep-
resenting all races in the government, it turned to armed 
struggle in response to ruthless suppression by the gov-
ernment. Many people were killed, and resistance leaders 
such as Nelson Mandela were imprisoned for many years. 

Forced by international pressures, the government 
implemented some reforms in the 1980s and early 1990s, 
abolishing laws that had once confined blacks to the ru-
ral homelands, forbade them to join legal trade unions, 
reserved skilled jobs for whites, and prohibited interracial 
marriages. Black nationalist groups and the clergy, led by 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, negotiated with the govern-
ment for other political reforms. 

In April 1994, all South Africans participated in 
a national election for the first time, electing Nelson 
Mandela’s ANC with a solid majority. Mandela, who 
became president, agreed to share power with whites 
during a five-year transitional period and tried to im-
plement an economic blueprint for South Africa that 
included providing new homes, electrification projects, 
free and mandatory education, and millions of new 
jobs. In June 1999, South Africa’s parliament chose 
Thabo Mbeki and then Jacob Zuma as freely elected 
presidents. Zuma also a member of the ANC, is striving 
to carry out some of Nelson Mandela’s programs to 
develop a multiracial and multicultural democratic society 
(Clarke-Ekong 2011).  

Nelson Mandela, the fi rst black elected president of South Africa. 
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Explaining Revolution 
In some of the countries of Latin America, Africa, and the 
Caribbean, revolutionary movements emerged as a re-
sponse to the consequences of globalization and colonial-
ism. Anthropologists have been examining the causes of 
revolution in Latin America and other non-Western coun-
tries. A revolution is a dramatic, fundamental change in 
a society’s political economy brought about by the over-
throw of the government and the restructuring of the 
economy. The classical understanding of revolution is 
derived from the writings of Karl Marx, who explained 
revolutions as the product of the struggle between the 
propertied and non-propertied classes. For example, Marx 
predicted that the discontented proletariat would rise up 
against their bourgeois masters and overthrow capitalism 
(see Chapter 6). The revolutions in most non-Western 
countries, however, have not followed the Marxist model. 
Most countries in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean 
did not have a substantial proletariat and bourgeoisie. 
Rather, their revolutions were identified with the peasants. 

Social scientists have found, however, 
that the poorest peasants did not organize 
and participate in peasant revolutions. 
People living in extreme poverty were 
too preoccupied with everyday 
subsistence to become politically 
active. Severe poverty tends to 
generate feelings of fatalism and 
political apathy. Generally, it is 
the middle class that leads and 
organizes revolutionary activity. 
The emerging middle class, which consisted of intellectu-
als and businesspeople, as well as some peasants, began 
to organize against the  hacendados and the governing 
elite. For example, the Indians and peasants played a 
vital role in the Mexican Revolution of 1910–1920. At 
that time, 1 percent of the Mexican population owned 
85 percent of the land, whereas 95 percent owned no 
land at all (Wolf 1969; Chirot 1986). Peasant leaders such 
as Emiliano Zapata, who called for the redistribution of 
land, carried out guerrilla campaigns against the hacen-
dados. Although the revolution did not establish an egali-
tarian state, it did bring about the redistribution of land to 
many of the Indian communities. 

In Latin American and Caribbean countries where 
power remained in the hands of the elites, revolutionary 
movements continued to develop throughout the twen-
tieth century. From the Cuban Revolution of the 1950s 
through the Nicaraguan Revolution of the 1980s, peas-
ants joined with other dissatisfied elements in overthrow-
ing elite families. Countries such as El Salvador continue 
to experience peasant revolutions. The  hacienda system 
produced tenant farmers, sharecroppers, and day labor-
ers on large estates, a situation that will inevitably make 
peasant guerrillas a continuing presence in some Latin 
American nations. 

Uneven Economic Development 
Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, 
the countries of Latin America, Africa, and the Carib-
bean have increasingly been incorporated into the global 
economy. These countries, however, differ in their de-
gree of integration into this global economy. The legacy 
of colonialism stifled economic development by creating 
what is sometimes referred to as monocultural depen-
dency, the reliance on a single major economic resource 
for the global economy. For example, in Latin America 
until recently, Brazil and Colombia depended on coffee 
exports, Bolivia on tin, Chile on copper, Peru on guano 
fertilizer, and Ecuador and the Central American Repub-
lics on bananas. In the Caribbean, Cuba and the Do-
minican Republic depended on sugar. African economies 
were subject to the same kinds of monocultural depen-
dencies, producing cocoa, sugar, tea, coffee, or palm oil 
for the wealthy colonial powers. These nations found it 
difficult to break out of this monocultural dependency 

and develop more diversified resources for 
the international market. Other coun-
tries, such as Mexico, Venezuela, and 
Nigeria, have substantial oil resources, 

which has resulted in a more promi-
nent position in the global economy. 
In some regions, small-scale indus-
trialists produce manufactured goods 

alongside the crops and cattle of 
the plantations. In many cases, 
however, these industrialists have 
to depend on Europe and North 

America for their machinery. They are also discovering 
that the internal market for their products is extremely 
limited because their own societies lack a consuming 
middle class. These economic conditions have resulted in 
peripheral and semiperipheral economies in Latin Amer-
ica, Africa, and the Caribbean. 

Peripheral Societies 
Anthropologists find that some countries in Latin Amer-
ica, Africa, and the Caribbean remain peripheral societies. 
The core societies developed these countries as export 
platforms—that is, nations whose economies concentrate 
almost exclusively on the export of raw materials and agri-
cultural goods to the core nations. Most recently, through 
economic strategies dominated by the global neoliber-
alism policies (see Chapter 13) of the United States and 
other core countries, the World Bank, and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, elite families and local sponsors of 
capitalist developments have been favored in these pe-
ripheral countries. The elites have minimized restrictions 
on foreign investments and encouraged the production of 
cash crops for the export economy. The entire economy 
in these peripheral societies has been reorganized to pro-
duce profits and commodities for the core societies. 
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A Case Study: The United Fruit Company An
example of the development of a peripheral country 
by a multinational corporation involves the U.S.-based 
United Fruit Company in Central America (Bucheli 
2003). United Fruit obtained rights to thousands of acres 
of empty tropical lowlands in Central America for ba-
nana plantations. It enlisted local Indians, mestizos, and 
blacks from the Caribbean islands to work the planta-
tions. Anthropologist Philippe Bourgois (1989b, 2003) 
studied one of the plantations operated by United Fruit, 
which expanded in 1987 to become the multinational 
Chiquita Brands. He investigated the archival records 
of United Fruit to determine how the North Americans 
managed the plantations. 

Focusing on the Bocas Del Toro plantation, Bour-
gois observed the interactions among the various ethnic 
groups on the plantation. He discovered that the North 
Americans used race and ethnicity as a form of manipu-
lation. He described the relationship between manage-
ment and labor as based on a hierarchy in which each 
of the four ethnic groups—blacks, mestizos, Indians, 
and white North Americans—worked at different tasks. 
Indian workers were used to spread corrosive fertilizers 
and dangerous pesticides. The management rationale for 
this practice was that “the Indian skin is thicker, and they 
don’t get sick.” Indians were not paid a full wage be-
cause, according to superiors, “the Indian has low physi-
ological needs…. The Indian only thinks of food; he has 
no other aspirations. He works to eat” (1989b:x). 

Blacks worked in the maintenance department’s re-
pair shops and electrical division because, Bourgois was 
told, they are “crafty and don’t like to sweat.” The mes-
tizo immigrants from Nicaragua were worked as hard as 

the Indians because they “are tough, have leathery skin 
[cueron], and aren’t afraid of sweating under the hot 
sun” (1989b:xi). The white North Americans were the 
top management because “they are the smartest race on 
earth” (1989b:xi). Management used these stereotypes 
to classify the multiethnic workers, thereby segregating 
each ethnic group in a separate occupation and prevent-
ing the workers from uniting to organize labor unions. 
Bourgois found that racism, ethnicity, inequality, exploi-
tation, and class conflict were all interrelated in a con-
tinuing process in the day-to-day realities of a banana 
plantation economy. In addition, as these people were 
drawn into this global economy to produce bananas for 
the export market, they abandoned their traditional peas-
ant agriculture that had sustained them for many centu-
ries. These United Fruit Company policies resulted in the 
underdevelopment of this Central American region into a 
peripheral monocultural dependent economy.

Semiperipheral Societies 
A number of countries in Latin America and Africa, be-
cause of their valuable strategic resources, have emerged 
as semiperipheral societies. Two examples of peripheral 
societies that have become semiperipheral are Mexico 
and Nigeria. 

Mexico Following a political revolution, Mexico 
gradually achieved stability under the control of a single 
political party, the Party of the Institutionalized Revolu-
tion (PRI). One-party rule, however, fostered corruption 
and inefficiency, resulting in personal enrichment for 
political officials. The government nationalized the key 

This photo shows banana plantation workers 
working for United Fruit Company. 
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industries, including the important oil industry, which 
had been developed by foreign multinational corpora-
tions. Despite political authoritarianism and corruption, 
the Mexican economy continued to grow with gradual 
industrialization.

During the 1970s, as the industrial world experienced 
major oil shortages, the Mexican government imple-
mented a policy of economic growth through expanded 
oil exports. International lending agencies and financial 
institutions in the core countries offered low-interest 
loans to stimulate industrial investment in Mexico. As a 
result, Mexico initially experienced an impressive growth 
rate of 8 percent annually and moved from a peripheral 
to a semiperipheral nation. 

This progress was short-lived, however. Surpluses 
on the petroleum market in the early 1980s led to falling 
prices for Mexican oil. Suddenly, Mexico faced difficul-
ties in paying the interest on the loans that came due. 
The government had to borrow more money, at higher 
interest rates, to cover its international debt, which ex-
ceeded $100 billion. This excessive debt began to un-
dermine government-sponsored development projects. 
Through neo-liberal economic policies foreign banks and 
lending organizations such as the International Monetary 
Fund demanded that the government limit its subsidies 
for social services, food, gasoline, and electricity. These 
policies led to inflation and a new austerity that adversely 
affected the standard of living of the poor and the middle 
classes of Mexico. 

Another development influencing Mexico’s eco-
nomic status is the expansion of U.S. multinational cor-
porations into Mexico. Since the 1980s, thousands of 
U.S. companies have established plants inside Mexico to 
take advantage of the low wage rates, lax environmen-
tal standards, and favorable tax rates there. These plants, 
known as maquiladoras, have drawn hundreds of thou-
sands of peasants and workers, primarily women from 
rural communities, to expanding cities such as Juarez, 
a border city (Cravey 1998; Prieto 1997). This was par-
tially a result of the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA), which, in 1994, linked the economies 
of the United States, Canada, and Mexico to form a free 
trade zone and stimulate economic growth throughout 
the region. Among the companies that have established 
plants in Mexico are Fisher-Price, Ford, Emerson Electric, 
Zenith, Sara Lee, and General Electric. 

Faced with mounting debts and unemployment and 
with pressures from the neoliberal global policies of the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the 
Mexican government did everything possible to attract 
multinational corporations. This was also seen as a solu-
tion to the problem of the migration of Mexican workers 
to the United States as illegal aliens. Until recently, the 
maquiladoras employed approximately 500,000 people 
and accounted for 17 percent of the Mexican economy. 
Although many maquiladora workers appeared satisfied 
with their jobs, the maquiladoras have created a num-
ber of problems for Mexico. Because they pay such low 

wages, they have not transformed workers into consum-
ers, which has restricted their consumer and economic 
expansion. Other problems include occupational health 
hazards, the taxing of sewer systems and water supplies, 
and high turnover rates among workers. Currently, many 
of the multinationals based in Mexico are moving their 
companies to China, where low wages and attractive 
opportunities exist for corporations to lower their labor 
costs further and maximize their profits. This globaliza-
tion process has been identified by ethnographers, jour-
nalists, and other economists who do research in the area 
(Friedman 2006; Heyman 2001; Smart and Smart 2003). 

Nigeria Under British rule, Nigeria developed an 
export economy centered on palm oil and peanut oil, 
lumber, cocoa, and metal ores. As in Mexico, after in-
dependence, a new commodity was discovered that had 
major consequences for Nigerian society—petroleum. 
The discovery of oil appeared to be an economic windfall 
for Nigeria, and the government saw it as the foundation 
for rapid economic growth. Many Africans from other na-
tions immigrated to Nigeria in search of opportunity.

By the 1980s, more than 90 percent of Nigeria’s 
revenues came from the sale of petroleum. These mon-
ies were used to fuel ambitious economic develop-
ment schemes. Unfortunately, the Nigerian economy 
fell into disarray when oil prices dropped during the 
first half of the 1980s. This resulted in massive foreign 
debt and despite tremendous economic expansion dur-
ing the 1970s, unemployment rose, and the Nigerian 
government expelled virtually all non-Nigerian workers 
and their families, forcing millions of Africans to return 
to their homelands, where the local economies could not 
absorb them. 

By the late 1980s, cocoa was the only important 
Nigerian agricultural export. Oil production and the vast 
wealth that it represented for Nigeria had actually con-
tributed to the decline of agriculture because the gov-
ernment invested heavily in the petroleum industry, 
neglecting the agricultural sector (Rossides 1990a). For 
some time, Nigeria was dependent on the core countries 
for imported foods. Following 1999, Nigeria has devel-
oped a democratic representative government that has 
tried to reform the political and economic system that 
was plagued with corruption. The new democratic sys-
tem has brought about a turn-around in its economy. The 
gross domestic product (GDP) in Nigeria has doubled 
between 2005 and 2007 (Infoplease.com 2010). In addi-
tion, while much of its oil wealth was spent on imported 
goods such as automobiles, motorcycles, and televisions, 
which fueled inflation and did not benefit an underdevel-
oped industrial sector, the agricultural sector is beginning 
to come back. The agricultural sector accounts for some 
41 percent of the GDP. In 2004, Nigeria’s annual per cap-
ita income was $1,000 and as of 2009, it grew to over 
$2,400, one of the highest figures of any African country, 
but far below that of many other semiperipheral societies 
(Infoplease.com 2010). 
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South Africa: An Economy in Transition 
The country of South Africa, as described above, is go-
ing through a painful transition, following the abolition 
of apartheid, to a democratic society in which every 
citizen has equal voting rights. However, the legacy 
of apartheid is still apparent, with inequalities among 
the various groups that were classified as races within 
South Africa. The official black unemployment rate is 
more than six times that of the white minority popu-
lation. More than 50 percent of the black population 
under 30 is unemployed (Gay 2001). Black education, 
housing, and other material conditions are far behind 
those of the white population in South Africa. With the 
rise of the ANC and the election of Nelson Mandela, 
Thabo Mbeki, and as of 2009, Jacob Zuma as presidents, 
a new direction is being forged to stimulate the South 
African economy. 

The ANC is trying to develop opportunities to close 
the gap between the black and white populations in edu-
cation, health, and economic prospects. The South Afri-
can economy was in recession prior to the abolition of 
apartheid due to the international economic boycott and 
withdrawal of investments from its major corporations, 
which imposed a burden on the new leaders in their 
attempt to develop economic opportunities. The white 
population still holds the dominant positions within the 
South African economy, but a number of government 
policies are being enacted to further the education of 
black entrepreneurs so they can develop greater incen-
tives for participation in economic ventures. In addition, 
the South African government since the end of apart-
heid has developed a policy to redistribute 30 percent 
of the land to the native black population over the next 
10 years. However, many white farmers are resisting this 
land redistribution and only about 4 percent of the land 
has been redistributed. The government is also publiciz-
ing its stability in order to attract foreign investment and 
venture capital into South Africa. 

High crime rates, high unemployment rates, and the 
low educational levels of the black population continue 
to be the most pressing problems for the government in 
its efforts to maintain stability and economic growth 
in South Africa. The ANC government can take pride in 
accelerating the rate of education among the black 
population. It knows that more educated and literate 
South Africans mean more trained, skilled workers to 
take advantage of and create new economic opportuni-
ties for its future. 

Ethnographic Studies 
As Latin American, African, and Caribbean countries 
were drawn increasingly into the global economy, the 
status and lifestyles of the group called the peasantry 
were transformed. Anthropologists have been studying 
this transformation of the peasantry for many decades. 
For example, cultural anthropologists such as Robert 

Redfield (1930), Alfonso Villa Rojas (Redfield and Villa 
Rojas 1934), Oscar Lewis (1951), and Victor Goldkind 
(1965) had been studying peasant communities in Latin 
America and the Caribbean since the 1920s. 

A problem in generalizing about behavior in rural 
communities of non-Western countries is the tremendous 
variation from one community to another, although as 
these countries became integrated into the global econ-
omy, the peasantry became more heterogeneous. This 
variation is due to the different historical processes that 
have influenced these communities. For example, re-
search by Eric Wolf (1955b, 1959) led to some important 
insights regarding the different types of peasant commu-
nities in some regions of Latin America and Asia. Wolf 
distinguished between closed peasant communities and 
open peasant communities. The closed peasant com-
munity is made up of peasants who lived in the highland 
regions of Mexico and Guatemala or in more isolated ar-
eas. In these communities, a person had ascribed eco-
nomic and social status, and there was a great deal of 
internal solidarity and homogeneity. The peasants pro-
duced primarily for subsistence, rather than for the world 
market. Many closed peasant communities in Central 
America, such as Chan Kom, consisted of Indian refugees 
who attempted to isolate themselves from the disruptive 
effects of Spanish colonial policies. They held their land 
in common, but much of this land was marginal. 

An open peasant community consisted primar-
ily of peasants who were directly drawn into the world 
market. These communities were located in the lowland 
areas of Latin America. Land was owned individually, 
rather than being held in common. The open peasant 
community evolved in response to the intrusion of colo-
nialism, which brought about the development of plan-
tations and the production of commodities for the core 
societies. In open communities, some peasants sold as 
much as 90 to 100 percent of their produce to outside 
markets, which enabled them to achieve some economic 
stability; however, they were subject to the fluctuations in 
the global economy. 

Most recently, because of the global consequences 
of the neoliberalist projects, including NAFTA, discussed 
earlier, peasant lives are being transformed. Respond-
ing to the demands of NAFTA, the Mexican government 
has been trying to reform the agricultural system. Mexico 
is flooded with imported crops such as corn from the 
United States. The peasants who own and farm small 
parcels of land cannot compete with the prices of U.S.-
produced corn. In addition, the peasants who produce 
sugar cane cannot export to the United States because of 
a clause in the NAFTA agreement that protects the U.S. 
sugar industry. And the less costly U.S.-produced fructose 
corn syrup preferred by the soft-drink industry in Mexico 
is also affecting the sugar cane producers. 

Anthropologist James McDonald has been studying 
small farmers in different areas of Mexico to determine 
the consequences of NAFTA and neoliberalist global 
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policies (1997, 1999, 2001). Since the 1990s, after years of 
neglect, the Mexican government, influenced by NAFTA, 
has been attempting to privatize and introduce the “free 
market” into the agricultural economy. Small farmers 
were encouraged to reorganize and form larger producer 
groups to take advantage of the newer, high-tech agri-
cultural methods and make their farms more competi-
tive, productive, and efficient. McDonald focused upon 
a study of dairy farmers in Guanajuato and Michoacan, 
Mexico, who managed cows in the production of milk. 

In Guanajuato, the size of the dairy ranches ranged 
from under twenty cows to as many as two hundred. 
Guanajuato has been successful in integrating its dairy 
farmers into the global economy. This region is close to 
the U.S. border and has a more open political system, 
and its economy is also dependent on remittances from 
migrants to the United States. 

In Michoacan, the dairy farms were smaller, with an 
average of only twenty cows. Following NAFTA, large, 
private commercial dairies supported by state and fed-
eral governments reorganized these dairy farmers and 
gave them limited training to enhance productivity 
and efficiency. The result of these new organizations was 
to create alliances between private businesspeople and 
politicians, who began to displace the older rural elites. 
These new elites concentrated their wealth and author-
ity and dictated the policies and economic conditions 
for the rural farmers. In some cases, even when these 
new entrepreneurs had failing businesses, they managed 
to maintain their rewards and privileges. Politicians ben-
efited from these arrangements and supported policies 
and legislation that profited the entrepreneurs. McDonald 
concludes that with further privatization and the new 
free-market policies in Mexico, extensive economic in-
equalities, political corruption, and continuing disloca-
tions of the small independent farmer are bound to occur. 

African Peasants: A Unique 
Phenomenon?
Anthropologists David Brokensha and Charles Erasmus 
(1969) maintained that rural Africans were not typical 
peasants because of the distinctive nature of precolo-
nial African states. They suggested that most precolonial 
states had very limited control over their populations and 
that Africans were able to retain control over their land 
and their economic production. Other anthropologists 
suggested that sub-Saharan Africans could not be charac-
terized as peasants because in many cases they were still 
horticulturalists (Goldschmidt and Kunkel 1971). 

Anthropologists Godfrey Wilson and Max Gluckman 
of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute in southern Africa 
engaged in detailed studies of African society. They dis-
tinguished six types of regions based upon an array of 
factors, such as degree of urbanization and industrializa-
tion, relative importance of subsistence and cash crop-
ping, and nature of the work force. They also examined 

such related phenomena as rural-to-urban migration, de-
population, unionization, and prevailing political issues. 
These and other studies helped produce an improved 
understanding of how the global economy directly af-
fected the African people (Vincent 2002). 

Most anthropologists now agree that the general term 
peasants does not apply to the diverse peoples found in 
the African agricultural or rural countryside. In some re-
gions, there were rural peoples who could be designated 
“peasants,” whereas in other regions the term was not 
applicable. The historical experience of Africa was much 
different from that of medieval Europe, Latin America, 
or Asia. Environmental, economic, and political circum-
stances varied from region to region, involving different 
types of societal adaptations. In addition, the presence of 
so many colonial powers in Africa created greater diver-
sity than was the case in Latin America, which was colo-
nized almost exclusively by the Spanish and Portuguese. 
Thus, the current political economy of Africa is more het-
erogeneous than that of many other regions. 

Social Structure 
Ethnographic studies have illuminated aspects of the 
social structure, including family and gender relations, 
of various countries of Latin America, Africa, and the 
Caribbean. As in most rural agricultural societies, the tra-
ditional family unit was an extended family that provided 
aid for people living in marginal subsistence conditions. 
But with the growth of industry and wage labor and with 
the redistribution of land from communities to individu-
als, many large extended families were forced to break 
up. Thus, the typical family in many urban areas today is 
the nuclear family. Ethnographers, however, have found 
some unique features of kinship and social structure in 
these countries. 

Latin American Social Relationships 
Many traditional peasant communities maintain fictive 
kinship ties—that is, extrafamilial social ties that pro-
vide mutual-aid work groups for the planting and har-
vesting of crops and for other economic and political 
activities. George Foster described one type of fictive kin-
ship tie in Mexican peasant communities that is known as 
the dyadic contract, a reciprocal exchange arrangement 
between two individuals (a dyad). According to Foster 
(1967), to compensate for the lack of voluntary organiza-
tions or corporate groups beyond the nuclear family in 
these communities, males and females establish dyadic 
contracts to exchange labor, goods, and other needed 
services. These extra-kin social ties help sustain peasants 
who are vulnerable to the new demands of the unpre-
dictable global market economy. Dyadic contracts can 
be established with people of equal or different status or 
with supernatural beings such as Jesus, the Virgin Mary, 
and the saints. People develop dyadic contracts with 
these supernatural sources in hopes of inducing specific 
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spiritual and material benefits. They care for the shrines 
of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and the saints to demonstrate 
their loyalty and obedience. 

Dyadic contracts between individuals of equal status 
are based on generalized reciprocal exchanges: continu-
ing exchanges that are not short-term, but rather bind 
two people in cooperative relationships for many years. 
This is an attempt to develop the older forms of the moral 
economy that existed prior to globalization. 

The dyadic contracts between people of unequal sta-
tus, known as patron-client ties, are informal contracts 
between peasant villagers and non-villagers (including 
supernatural beings). The patron is an individual who 
combines status, power, influence, and authority over the 
client. Patrons include politicians, government emplo-
yees, town or city friends, and local priests. 

One type of dyadic contract found in Latin America 
is known as the compadrazgo, associated with the rite 
of passage of baptism and Catholicism. Cultural anthro-
pologists have investigated compadrazgo relationships 
extensively (Redfield 1930; Wolf and Mintz 1950; Fos-
ter 1967). This institution, brought to the Americas with 
Catholicism, has become an integral aspect of Latin 
American social relationships. During the colonial period, 
the hacendado often served as godparent to the children 
of peons. The result was a network of patron-client ties 
involving mutual obligations and responsibilities. The 
godparent had to furnish aid in times of distress such as 
illness or famine. In return, the peon had to be absolutely 
loyal and obedient to the hacendado.

The compadrazgo system eventually spread through-
out rural and urban areas. Every individual has a pa-
drino (godfather) and  madrina (godmother) who are 
sponsors at baptismal rituals. The sponsors become the 
co-parents ( compadres, comadres) of the child (Davila 

1971; Romanucci-Ross 1973). The most important so-
cial relationship is the one between the compadres and 
the parents, who ideally will assist one another in any 
way possible. The contemporary compadrazgo is a re-
markably flexible extra-kin relationship that sometimes 
reaches across class lines to help rural peoples cope with 
the tensions and anxieties of globalization and modern 
life in Latin America.

Machismo Gender relationships in Latin America 
have been strongly influenced by the Spanish and Por-
tuguese colonial experience. The basic traditional values 
affecting gender relations are known as  machismo, the 
explicit code for the behavior of Latin American males. 
As a part of this code, the “true man” ( macho) is sup-
posed to be courageous, sexually virile, aggressive, and 
superior to women. A woman, in contrast, is supposed to 
be passive, sexually conservative and faithful, obedient, 
and completely devoted to her mate. These ideals and 
values have affected gender relations throughout Latin 
America.

Yet, many cultural anthropologists who have done 
research in Latin American peasant communities have 
observed that the actual behaviors of males and females 
do not conform completely to the ideals of  machismo.
Lewis (1951) observed that in Tepotztlán, husbands were 
not the dominant authoritarian figures in the family that 
they wanted to be and wives were not completely sub-
missive. Instead, in many families, he found conflict be-
tween the spouses over authority. Most families tended 
to follow a middle course. The wife did little to chal-
lenge the authority of her husband, and the husband was 
not too overbearing toward his wife. May Diaz (1966) 
also showed that the ideals of machismo conflict with the 
actual behavioral realities of gender relations in Mexico. 

Mexican child being baptized (Catholic). 
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She observed in her study of Tonala, a small town near 
Guadalajara, that females often effectively opposed male 
domination within the family and the community. 

African Social Relationships 
Because many African societies are composed of horti-
culturalist or pastoralist peoples in transition to different 
forms of socioeconomic status, their social organization 
largely centers on lineages and extended families. But as 
in other regions of the world, as globalization, industrial-
ization, and the commercialization of agriculture develop, 
social organization inevitably changes and lineages and 
extended families are being transformed. 

As seen in Chapter 7, the anthropologist George 
Murdock suggested that all families worldwide can be 
reduced to the nuclear family. Murdock (1949) had ar-
gued that the extended family, or polygamous African 
family, really consists of multiple nuclear families with 
a common husband and father. However, some cul-
tural anthropologists have challenged Murdock with 
respect to the African family. Niara Sudarkasa (1989), 
an anthropologist who did ethnographic research on 
the Yoruba and other West African groups, saw this 
Murdockian hypothesis as a distortion of the basic el-

ements of the African family. She ar-
gued that the male-female dyad and 
offspring do not perform the basic 
functions of the family in African 
society. That is, the nuclear family 
is not the unit of economic production 

or consumption, not the unit of socialization, and is 
not the unit that provides emotional support. A typical 
African family, such as that of the Yoruba, consists of 
a group of brothers, their wives, their adult sons and 
grandsons and their wives, and any unmarried children. 
Marriages usually are polygynous, and the husband has 
a room separate from his wives. Every wife has a sepa-
rate domain, with her own cooking utensils and other 
furnishings. Co-wives depend on the senior wife to be 
a companion and confidante. Sudarkasa concluded that 
the nuclear family is not the basic “building block” of 
the African family. She further maintained that Western 
cultural anthropologists misunderstand and distort the 
practice of polygyny in African society. She noted that 
most of the anthropological literature emphasizes the 
negative characteristics of polygyny, such as rivalry and 
discord among co-wives. Her research demonstrated 
that co-wives develop important emotional and social 
bonds that create a nurturing environment for both co-
wives and children.  

Although not all anthropologists have accepted 
Sudarkasa’s views, most concur that there are many 
variations of the African family, depending on socio-
cultural conditions. In the urban areas of Africa, the 
extended family and polygyny are declining in influ-
ence. Several factors are responsible for these changes. 
As employment opportunities develop outside agricul-
ture, prompting migration from rural to urban areas, 
extended family ties break down. Wage employment 
in mines and industrial firms tends to disrupt extended 
families that are tied to agricultural land. In addition, 
many African governments often promote “modern” 
family and marriage practices to alter traditional ways 
of behavior, which they perceive as impeding economic 
development. To some extent, the elites of these societ-
ies accept Western conceptions of the family, romantic 
love, and monogamy. 

Gender in Africa Most African societies tend to be 
patriarchal, placing women in a subordinate status. In 
1988, for example, women provided approximately 60 to 
80 percent of the household food needs in many parts 
of Africa (Smith-Ivan 1988). They often worked ten to 
twelve hours a day, and in many instances, their work-
load increased after colonization and independence. As 
colonial regimes forced males to migrate to mines for 
employment, women were forced to assume the major 
subsistence roles for the family. Because their husbands’ 
wages were meager, women had to grow and collect 
food for their families. In most cases, the lack of formal 
education prevented females from entering the wage-la-
bor economy, so they were unable to buy property and 
send their children to school. 

Despite providing much of the agricultural labor 
and household food needs, women in rural Africa tend 
to be the poorest people on the world’s poorest con-
tinent. The European colonial powers often allocated A Yoruban African man and family members. 
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land to males, but African women were given rights 
to land only through their relationship to males (Henn 
1984; Tandon 1988). This tended to decrease the  status 
of females in African society. Males were considered 
the head of the household and earned income, whereas 
females were viewed as the providers of the family’s 
social needs (such as child care) and the producers of 
the future labor force. Following independence, males 
were given access to credit, training, and new skills to 
improve agricultural production. Because females did 
not have collateral through landownership, they were 
denied the credit and training needed for commercial-
ized agriculture. 

The globalization of the economy and rural villages 
has also influenced the emergence of the major AIDS cri-
sis in Africa. For example, this deadly disease is spread 
as African males migrate long distances from their ru-
ral communities in search of job opportunities in truck-
ing. These men have contact with women prostitutes, 
who are also drawn into these jobs to support new life-
styles and care for their families. The males return to 
their communities infected with the HIV virus and in-
fect their wives, resulting in more health problems for 
women throughout Africa. The cost of drugs to contain 

this heterosexual spread of HIV is demanding in these 
developing rural communities (Robbins 2005).

Urban Women African women in the urban re-
gions often receive a formal education and tend to 
have more independence than do rural women. In West 
Africa, where females have traditionally been employed 
in urban markets, some educated women have become 
prominent self-employed entrepreneurs. In general, 
however, even highly educated women are confined 
to the service sector of the urban economy, working 
in clerical or secretarial occupations (Robertson 1984; 
Smith-Ivan 1988). Urban women who are without for-
mal education and who lack the support of extended 
families and village communities are especially vulner-
able to exploitation and alienation. Without extended 
family members to assist with child care, women of-
ten are restricted to unskilled, low-wage occupations, 
such as making clothing, that require them to remain 
at home. 

Because South Africa was largely a settler colony and 
possesses a strong economy, the role of women there 
is somewhat different from that in other parts of Africa. 
Some African women are employed as domestics in white 
homes or as clerical and textile workers in the industrial 
sector. Despite their valuable contribution to these sec-
tors of the economy, however, they earn 20 percent less 
than the minimum wage (Smith-Ivan 1988; Ramsey 2010). 

One positive development in many African coun-
tries is the increasing attention given to women. The 
pivotal role of women in agriculture and the urban 
areas is increasingly being recognized and supported 
by various governments. Prenatal and health care for 
mothers and babies has improved. New cooperatives 
for women in rural agriculture and improvements for 
women working in factories have been established 
by government policies. Women are also beginning 
to play a more important role in politics. Yet, these 
advances could be subject to economic declines and 
political instability (Ramsey 2010). Thus, the role of 
women in both rural and urban Africa depends on the 
adjustment to the new demands and opportunities of 
globalization. 

Patterns of Ethnicity 
As a result of European conquest and colonization, the 
ethnicity of Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean be-
came increasingly diverse and heterogeneous. 

Ethnicity in Latin America 
In Latin America, a small minority of Spanish and Por-
tuguese rulers, never exceeding 5 percent of the total 
population, dominated the native population. During the 
colonial period, these Europeans established a racially-
based hierarchy that emphasized “the whiter, the better.” 

Some African women have had diffi cult problems in both rural and 
urban areas. This woman is from Burkina Faso.  
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Following the conquest, people born in Spain and Por-
tugal went to Latin America to improve their social sta-
tus. The Europeans eventually intermarried or had illicit 
relationships with native Indian women. The offspring 
of these interrelationships were called mestizos, a new 
social class in Latin America. After three centuries, the 
mestizo population grew to become the majority in Latin 
America, representing approximately 60 percent of the 
population. In addition, in Brazil and the Caribbean, 
the intermarriages of Africans and Europeans produced a 
group known as mulattos.

Gradually, in certain regions of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the new populations of mestizos and  mulattos
began to outnumber the indigenous peoples. The relative 
populations of these different groups vary from region to 
region. For example, only about 10 percent of the Mexican 
population speaks an Indian language, as opposed to 
about 50 percent in Guatemala, which is more geograph-
ically isolated. Brazil’s population is about 11 percent 
black and 33 percent mulatto. Areas in Bolivia, Peru, and 
Ecuador that are farther from the commercial coastal re-
gions are primarily  mestizo and Indian; only 10 percent 
of their populations are European or white. In contrast, 
in the coastal areas of Argentina and Uruguay, the Euro-
pean component of the population is more prominent. 
These communities of Latin America contain other eth-
nic minorities that are not highly visible among the other 
dominant groups. For example, ethnographers Ronald 
B. Loewe and Helene Hoffman have done research on a 
Jewish community in Venta Prieto, Mexico, and the rela-
tionship between their community and the Jewish com-
munity of Mexico City (2002). The relationship between 
these two communities has not been very successful over 
the years, resulting in some interethnic tensions and dis-
crimination, which are being reduced through more con-
tact and interaction. In addition, Protestantism is growing 
rapidly in various regions of Latin America and is usu-
ally tied to new forms of social and economic mobility. 
Thus, depicting Latin America as a Roman Catholic re-
gion with an ethnically homogeneous culture is much 
too simplistic. 

In countries such as Mexico and Guatemala, the 
Indian population as a minority has faced obstacles in at-
taining economic and political opportunities. The indios
(Indian) population are the most likely to live in poverty, 
have poor educational opportunities, work menial jobs, 
and suffer from poor health conditions. Ethnographers 
have found that one of the only routes to upward so-
cial and economic mobility for the Indian population was 
assimilation, the adoption of the culture and language 
of the dominant group in society (Nash 1989). Some 
Indians did assimilate by adopting the language, clothing, 
and culture of the dominant Spanish majority and thereby 
becoming ladino. The ethnic distinction between a ladino
and an Indian was based on a cultural boundary. How-
ever, currently many Indians have tried to maintain their 
ethnic distinctiveness and have recently been involved in 

asserting their Indian ethnic identity in an attempt to at-
tain economic and political rights. 

For example, in the rain forest of southern Mexico, 
especially in the province of Chiapas, the Mayan Indi-
ans have been mobilized politically into what is referred 
to as the Zapatista movement. In 1994, after NAFTA was 
signed by the United States, Mexico, and Canada, the 
Zapatista movement, named after Emiliano Zapata 
(the famous Mexican revolutionary of 1910), began using 
guerilla warfare tactics against Mexican government 
forces to attain political and economic rights or auton-
omy from the government. In this area, the Mayan Indian 
population is dominated economically and politically by 
a wealthy group of landowners and ranchers. Tradition-
ally, the Mayan Indians had a certain amount of com-
munal land, or ejidos, that they could share. In the 1980s, 
in order to encourage private enterprise and capitalism 
in agriculture, the Mexican government declared that 
ejido land could be sold. The Maya lost their communal 
land, which they had been using for their basic subsis-
tence. In addition, the Maya viewed NAFTA as a threat 
to their local corn economy because the North American 
economy would flood the market with cheap corn. For 
these various reasons, the Zapatistas led by a mysterious 
charismatic figure known as Subcomandante Marcos, de-
clared war on the Mexican government. This movement 
has drawn on the traditional ethnic roots of the Maya as 
a means of mobilizing a political struggle against a domi-
nant majority in the midst of globalization (Nash 1997). 
A Mayan woman leader, Major Ana Maria, led an assault 
on the capital of San Cristobol de la Casas. The Mexican 
government and military responded with 15,000 troops 
to mercilessly hunt down the Zapatistas in the rain forest. 
However, many citizens of Mexico began to express sym-
pathy with the Zapatistas, so the Mexican government 
called off its troops. 

Although most of the violence erupted during the 
early phase of this Zapatista movement, the ethnic resis-
tance of these Mayan people persists, creating tensions 
between them and the Mexican government. The Zap-
atista movement was not based on traditional Marxist or 
Maoist revolutionary ideology, but instead was based on 
a desire to get land back that had been taken from them 
by the government. Subcomandante Marcos, an edu-
cated man who was not indigenous to the area, used the 
Internet and global media to spread highly poetic and 
literary narratives to convince the international commu-
nity that the Maya were not out to grab power, but rather 
to gain their rights back from the Mexican government. 
Although this was a local indigenous political move-
ment, it had a global impact as protestors against some 
of the negative aspects of globalization wore signs that 
said, “We are all Zapatistas” in Seattle, Prague, Quebec, 
and Cancun, Mexico. Indigenous movements can be 
transformed by global developments, but they can also 
result in new forms of globalization through the interna-
tional media available today. 
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The Zapatista movement is one aspect of the process 
of indigenization that is transforming many Latin Ameri-
can countries. This process of indigenization refers to 
how the native indigenous Indios populations of coun-
tries like Guatemala, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela, Brazil, 
Argentina, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Colombia are mobi-
lizing politically and dramatically influencing the politics 
and culture of these regions (Jackson and Warren 2005). 
Indigenous groups that were previously viewed as mes-
tizo or mixed have begun to emphasize their  Indios eth-
nic identity and organized political movements in these 
different countries. The country of Brazil has recognized 
more than 30 different indigenous groups in Northeast 
Brazil, which formerly was viewed as a mixed ethnic 
region. Andean communities in Ecuador and Peru have 
asserted their Amerindian ethnic identity to organize po-
litical movements. 

Various transnational and global movements such 
as NGO and United Nations multicultural policies that 
emphasized the political rights of these indigenous 
Amerindian communities and criticized older forms of as-
similation have stimulated and transformed the politics in 
these Latin American countries. For example, Evos Mo-
rales who is an indigenous Aymara Amerindian of Bolivia 
was elected President of Bolivia in 2006 as a result of 
the grass-roots indigenous movements. Hugo Chavez of 
Venezuela draws on his partial Amerindian ethnic identity 
to gain political support. Both of these leaders empha-
size their Amerindian ethnic identity to strengthen their 
political movements against the perceived “white” (Euro-
pean) establishment. However, the opposition leaders in 
some of these countries criticize the indigenous political 
movements of promoting racism and class/ethnic conflict 
(Jackson and Warren 2005). Although these indigenous 
movements have tended to foster a more democratic, 
grass-roots orientation in Latin America, it remains to be 
seen whether it will promote more political divisiveness 
and ethnic fragmentation (Chua 2003). 

Ethnicity in Africa 
In Africa, the term  tribe has negative connotations and 
is seldom used. Consequently, peoples of different lan-
guage groups and cultures refer to themselves as ethnic 
groups. Anthropologist Herbert Lewis (1992) has esti-
mated that there are no fewer than 1,000 distinct ethnic 
groups among the more than 50 countries in Africa. As 
independence movements spread, many people hoped 
that the new African nations would develop as plural so-
cieties in which diverse ethnic groups would share power 
and tolerate cultural differences. These plural societies, 
however, generally have not developed. Anthropologists 
find that political parties are linked with specific ethnic 
groups. As one ethnic group assumes power, it usually 
forms a one-party state and establishes a military govern-
ment that dominates other groups. This has become one 
of the major problems in African society. 

One country that has been the subject of much eth-
nographic research on ethnic relationships is Nigeria. The 
resolution of ethnic problems in Nigeria may provide a 
model for other African countries. Nigeria is the most 
populous nation of Africa, with about 150 million peo-
ple, consisting of many different ethnic groups. Approxi-
mately three hundred different languages are recognized 
by the Nigerian government. The three major ethnic divi-
sions, which make up two-thirds of the Nigerian popula-
tion, are the Yoruba, the Hausa, and the Igbo (Ibo). 

More than 12 million Yoruba live in the southwest 
region of Nigeria and across its borders in neighboring 
Benin. The Yoruba were the most highly organized pre-
colonial urban people in West Africa. The majority of the 
Yoruba were subsistence farmers. The men traditionally 
supplemented their diet through hunting and fishing. 

British colonialism changed the political economy of 
Nigeria. Aside from commercialized agriculture that em-
phasized cocoa production, railways, automobiles, new 
manufactured goods, Christian churches and schools, and 
industry entered Yoruban society. One-fifth of the peo-
ple live in the urban areas of Nigeria such as Lagos and 
Ibadan. Wage employment and industrialization are rap-
idly transforming the society of the Yoruba, creating new 
class structures and integrating their traditional kingdom 
into the Nigerian nation and the global economy. 

To the north of the Yoruba live the Hausa, who num-
ber about 20 million. Like the Yoruba, the Hausa had de-
veloped large urban areas with extensive trade routes. 
Hausa cities had elaborate markets that offered different 
types of foodstuffs and crafts produced by farmers and 
craftspeople. British anthropologist M. G. Smith (1965) 
pioneered extensive ethnographic and historical research 
on Hausa society. 

The Hausa made their home in a savanna where the 
farmers cultivated various crops and maintained cattle 
for trade and consumption. Hausa craftspeople smelted 
iron and crafted iron tools for farming, sewing, working 
leather, and hunting. As with the Yoruba, most Hausa 
peasants were engaged in subsistence agriculture, but 
cash crops such as cotton and peanuts were introduced 
by the British and changed the nature of economic pro-
duction and consumption. 

The third major ethnic group in Nigeria is the Igbo 
people of the southeastern region. Igbo anthropologist 
Victor Uchendu (1965) completed a major ethnographic 
study of the Igbo. His descriptions of Igbo society are ex-
tremely insightful because he blends an anthropological 
focus with an insider’s perspective. 

Most of the Igbo were primarily root-crop subsis-
tence farmers who grew yams, cassava, and taro. Un-
like some of the other West African peoples in the area, 
both Igbo males and females were engaged in agricul-
tural production. Like most other traditional West Afri-
can societies, the Igbo used some of their agricultural 
production for exchanges within the villages and trade 
outside the region. Women dominated trade in the rural 
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village markets, whereas men dominated trade with other 
regions.

Uchendu described the traditional political system of 
the Igbo as unique. Igbo villages were essentially autono-
mous. At the village level, a form of direct democracy 
operated in which all adult males participated in decision 
making. Leadership was exercised by male and female 
officeholders who had developed power and influence 
gradually. Executive, legislative, and judicial functions 
were divided among leaders, lineages, and age-grade 
associations.

After Nigeria became independent in 1960, it was 
confronted with the types of ethnic problems that beset 
many other African nations. The British had drawn 
political boundaries without respect 
to the traditional territorial ar-
eas of indigenous kingdoms or 
ethnic groups. For example, the 
Yoruba live in both Benin and 
Nigeria, and the Hausa reside in 
both Niger and Nigeria. Conse-
quently, when Nigeria achieved 
independence, the presence of 
various ethnic groups inhibited 
the political unification of the 
new nation. Most of the Hausa, 
Igbo, and Yoruba identified with 
their own ethnic groups and 
territories.

Cultural anthropologist Abner Cohen, who examined 
the role of ethnicity and political conflict in Nigeria, fo-
cused on Hausa traders in the Yoruban city of Ibadan. 
Cohen (1969, 1974) described how ethnic distinctions 
between the Hausa and Yoruba became the basis of po-
litical and economic competition. Cohen used the term 
retribalization to refer to the Hausa strategy of using eth-
nic affiliations as an informal network for economic and 
political purposes. These networks were, in turn, used to 
extend and coordinate Hausa cattle-trading activities in 
Ibadan. Cohen’s ethnographic research in Ibadan has be-
come a model for analyzing ethnic trends in urban areas 
throughout the world. Cohen demonstrated how ethnic 
processes and the meaningful cultural symbols used by 
ethnic groups can mobilize political and economic be-
havior. These cultural symbols aided ethnic groups in 
Nigeria in their struggle to attain a decent livelihood and 
political power in the urban communities. This process, 
however, generated tensions among the various ethnic 
groups.

Nigeria’s multicultural society was racked by inter-
ethnic, religious, and political competition and conflict. 
In the mid-1960s, these conflicts erupted into civil war. 
Because the Igbo people had had no historical experi-
ence with a centralized state, they resented the imposi-
tion of political authority over them. This led to conflict 
among the Igbo, the Yoruba, and the Hausa. Following 
the collapse of a civilian government in the 1960s, the 

Igbo were attacked and massacred in northern Nigeria. 
The Igbo fled as refugees from the north and called for 
secession from Nigeria. In 1967, under Igbo leadership, 
eastern Nigeria seceded and proclaimed itself the inde-
pendent Republic of Biafra. The result was a civil war 
in which non-African powers assisted both sides. After 
three years of bitter fighting and a loss of about 2 million 
people, Biafra was defeated, and the Igbo were reincor-
porated into Nigeria. 

Under a series of military-dominated regimes, 
Nigeria has succeeded in healing the worst wounds of 
its civil war. One strategy was to incorporate all ethnic 
and religious groups into the military leadership. In ad-
dition, the country was carved into nineteen states, the 

boundaries of which cut through Yoruba, Hausa, and 
Igbo territories. This encouraged the de-

velopment of multiethnic coali-
tions and a federalist political 
system (Krabacher, Kalipeni, 
Layachi 2011). Nigerians hope 
that when ethnic and religious 
factions develop new social 
ties based on education, class 
backgrounds, and new forms 
of nationalism, older forms of 
association will weaken. Cur-
rently, however, ethnic loyal-
ties and identities appear to be 

very powerful bases for social 
and political life in Africa. This has produced the po-
tential for political disintegration in many African states. 
Nation-building projects that unify different ethnic groups 
remain the most formidable challenge facing Nigeria and 
other African countries. 

More recently, another African country Rwanda has 
experienced Africa’s worst attempted genocide in modern 
times and is still recovering from the shock. The Rwandan 
case is particularly alarming because the groups in con-
flict speak the same language, share national territory, 
and traditions. The country has been beset by ethnic ten-
sion associated with the traditionally unequal relationship 
between the dominant Tutsi minority and the majority 
Hutus. Mass conflict began when Belgian colonial rul-
ers gave the Tutsi a monopoly of state power (Middleton 
2000). As we have seen elsewhere in the world, using 
ethnicity as a political weapon is a product of modern 
politics that often reflects a real or imagined inequity of 
resource distribution and allocation (Bowen 2001; Clarke-
Ekong 2011; Middleton 2000). 

Before the modern era, some Africans did consider 
themselves Hutu or Tutsi, Nuer or Zande, but these 
labels were not the characteristic of everyday identity. 
A woman living in Central Africa drew her identity from 
where she was born, from her lineage and in-laws, and 
from her wealth. Tribal or ethnic identity was rarely im-
portant in everyday life and could change as people 
moved over vast areas in pursuit of trade or new lands. 
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Famines and Food 
Problems in Africa 

Although Africa has the land and 
resources to produce more 
food than its current popula-

tion requires, many African countries 
face famine conditions. A famine is 
starvation that is epidemic in scale and 
causes death from starvation-related 
diseases. Agencies of the United Na-
tions estimate that more than 14 mil-
lion people continually face starvation in 
Africa. In the 1980s, widespread fam-
ines occurred in twenty-two African 
nations. Ethiopia confronted famines in 
1984 and 1989. In 1992, six countries 
were suffering from severe famine, in-
cluding Somalia and the Sudan. Despite 
international relief and tens of millions of 
dollars of food aid, African agricultural 
production has been stifl ed. 

A number of anthropologists have 
been researching famines to provide a 
knowledge base for countries that face 
these conditions. One area that has 
been investigated concerns the causes 
of famine conditions (Shipton 1990). 

Researchers have found that many fac-
tors are responsible for the widespread 
famines in Africa. Climatic conditions, 
particularly droughts, decimate crops 
and diminish the fertility of the land. In 
some cases, political instability and civil 
war prevent food from reaching hungry 
people. For example, the Sudan has 
been destabilized by a civil war be-
tween the Muslim north and the Chris-
tian south. Both sides use food as a 
weapon, withholding needed grains to 
weaken the opposition. Similar condi-
tions exist in Somalia, where rival tribes 
compete for political power by using 
food. In addition, in impoverished re-
gions such as the Sudan, Somalia, and 
Ethiopia, poor transportation and com-
munication facilities inhibit the shipment 
and distribution of food. Despite the 
work of international relief agencies, 
food frequently does not reach the 
famine-stricken population. 

In addition, the colonial heritage of 
these nations contributes to the abys-
mal state of agricultural production. In 
substituting export crops for subsis-
tence agriculture, the colonial powers 

promoted the growing of a single crop. 
This practice resulted in the loss of 
cultivable land, which, combined with 
population growth, led to problems 
in food production. In addition, the 
decrease in the availability of land re-
sulted in fewer economic opportunities 
in rural regions and increased migra-
tion to overcrowded cities. 

The growth of a single crop also led to 
widespread environmental deterioration, 
including soil erosion, desertification, 
and deforestation. This agricultural pat-
tern depletes the soil, turning grazing 
land into desert. Since the late 1970s, 
the Sahara Desert has been expanding 
southward at a rate of about 12 miles 
per year. The country of Ethiopia loses 
about a billion tons of topsoil annually 
as a result of intensive cultivation for 
cash crops. The use of fi rewood for fuel 
in Africa has resulted in severe defores-
tation. All of these developments have 
impeded food production. 

As African countries become inte-
grated into the world economy, food 
problems are intensified by declining 
commodity prices. Western industrial 
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Conflicts were more often within tribal categories than 
between them, as people fought over sources of water, 
farmland, or grazing rights. 

In Rwanda and Burundi, German and Belgian colo-
nizers admired the taller people called Tutsis, who formed 
a small minority in both colonies. The Belgians gave the 
Tutsis, the minority group, privileged access to education 
and jobs and even instituted a minimum height require-
ment for entrance to college. To enable colonial officials to 
distinguish Tutsi from non-Tutsi, everyone was required to 
carry identity cards with tribal labels. Fortunately, people 
cannot be forced “racially” into the neat compartments that 
this requirement suggests. Many Hutus are tall and many 
Tutsis are short; furthermore, many Hutus and Tutsis had 
intermarried to such an extent that they were not easily 
distinguished physically (nor are they today). They spoke 
the same language and carried out the same religious 
practices. In most regions of the colonies, the categories 
became economic labels: poor Tutsis became Hutus, and 

economically successful Hutus became Tutsis. Where the 
labels Hutu and  Tutsi had not been much used, patrilineal 
descent groups with lots of cattle were simply labeled Tutsi
and the poorer lineages were labeled  Hutu. Colonial dis-
crimination against Hutus created what had never existed 
before: a sense of collective Hutu identity, a Hutu cause. 
In the late 1950s, Hutus began to rebel against Tutsi rule 
(encouraged by Europeans on their way out) and then cre-
ated an independent, Hutu-dominated state in Rwanda; this 
state then gave rise to Tutsi resentments and to the creation 
of a Tutsi rebel army, the Rwandan Patriotic Front. 

In Rwanda, the continuing slaughter stemmed from 
efforts by the dictator-president Juvenal Habyarimana to 
wipe out his political opposition, Hutu as well as Tutsi. 
In 1990–1991, Habyarimana began to assemble armed 
gangs into a militia called Interahamwe. The militia car-
ried out its first massacre of a village in March 1992, and 
in 1993, it began systematically to kill Hutu moderates 
and Tutsis (Bowen 2001; Clarke-Ekong 2011). 
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Paul Kagame, the current president of Rwanda, grew 
up in Uganda, where his parents fled to escape Hutu vio-
lence. He has attempted to play down any ethnic agenda 
in Rwanda, presenting himself as a Rwandan and not a 
Tutsi. Like other African countries, Rwanda is attempting 
to forge a national identity that will supersede any ethnic 
identity (Clarke-Ekong 2011). Anthropologist Jennie Burnet 
has been doing current ethnographic work on women and 
other communities in Rwanda to gain an understanding of 
the traumatic consequences of the genocide and ethnic ten-
sions within this African country (2006, 2008). It is hoped 
that her ethnographic work will help provide insight into 
the dilemmas so that these women and other ethnic groups 
will resolve their ethnic tensions in the future. 

Ethnicity in the Caribbean 
Ethnicity in the Caribbean is a complex, diverse mixture 
of imported African slaves, East Indian laborers, and vari-
ous Europeans. One conventional ethnic classification is 

based upon skin color, especially on the distinction be-
tween black and brown. Beginning with the illicit off-
spring of European whites and slave women, a category 
of mulattoes began to gain certain advantages. At pres-
ent, “brown” on many Caribbean islands such as Jamaica 
is synonymous with middle class, and these people are 
associated with the professional occupations (Eriksen 
1993; Yelvington 2001; Kephart 2011). 

After the arrival of East Indians in the Caribbean, 
new ethnic relations began to develop. In contrast to the 
blacks, East Indians were free to develop their own eth-
nic communities. Thus, in the Caribbean, the East Indian 
descendants are divided among different linguistic and 
cultural groups. There are Hindu and Muslim ethnic com-
munities, as well as Tamil and other language commu-
nities. Many of the Indians have used these ethnic ties 
to form effective networks to enhance their professional 
careers. In response to the large Indian communities on 
islands such as Trinidad, the black community has begun 
to strengthen its own ethnic identity. The blacks have 

nations with large-scale mechanized 
agriculture have produced huge sur-
pluses of wheat, corn, rice, and soy-
beans. Large multinational companies 
based in Minneapolis and Chicago 
have been able to dominate the 
world grain trade. These companies 
are able to lower the prices of these 
grains, which has driven thousands of 
African farmers out of business. In 
many cases, government offi cials liv-
ing in African cities support low prices 
for food to gain political loyalty from ur-
ban residents. Yet, falling prices lower 
the export earnings of African states, 
which are already confronted with 
rising interest rates and debts to core 
nations. These developments have ne-
gated government plans to increase 
food production. As a result, food 
imports have increased throughout 
Africa. For example, wheat imports 
rose by 250 percent from 1969 to 
1982, just before the widespread 
Ethiopian famine (Connell 1987). 

To resolve this food crisis, some 
Africans have called for increased 
regional trade within Africa and less 

reliance upon the world market and 
global economy (Okigbo 1988). Both 
anthropological researchers and 
Africans have called for production of 
underutilized African food plants that 
would broaden their food base. They 
suggest growing a variety of different 
plant species to improve the produc-
tive capacity of the land. In addition, 
anthropologists suggest restoring some 
traditional, small-scale subsistence pro-
duction to provide a more balanced 
system of agriculture. This would in-
volve providing credit and education 
to farmers. Moreover, African govern-
ments must devote greater resources 
to research on land use and technology. 

Western and African anthropolo-
gists, in cooperation with other special-
ists, have been working to resolve these 
problems. For example, in 1984, the 
American Anthropological Association 
set up a Task Force on African Famine, 
which included anthropologists with 
fi eldwork experience in Africa, special-
ists in food security, and members of 
private voluntary organizations such as 
Oxfam that deal with famine. 

Solomon Katz, the editor of the 
important reference work entitled  The 
Encyclopedia of Food and Culture
(2003), has contributed to the discus-
sion of famine problems in Africa and 
elsewhere (2003). Katz was a member 
of the Task Force on African Famine 
in the 1980s. This anthropologically 
based task force offered a novel ap-
proach to famine issues by concen-
trating on local cultural knowledge 
and agricultural problems, rather than 
taking a top-down macroeconomic 
globalization approach. The task force 
emphasized that local farmers must 
contribute to an effective solution to 
these famine problems, rather than 
an international organization that does 
not understand the local cultural is-
sues and contexts. Anthropologists 
have a great deal of knowledge that 
is needed by agencies dealing with 
famine and food supply. The ethno-
graphic data on local conditions in 
different communities are extremely 
valuable in famine relief and develop-
ment planning to prevent future fam-
ines in Africa. 
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begun to develop stereotypes, such as the “backward” 
Indian communities and the “progressive” Europeanized 
black communities. Many of the black, brown, and Indian 
communities have been revitalizing their own ethnic iden-
tities in the context of globalization within the Caribbean 
region.

Urban Anthropology 
Urban anthropologists who have done research on the 
globalizing and transnational changes occurring in Latin 
America, Africa, and the Caribbean have helped improve 
our understanding of issues such as poverty and rural-to-
urban migration (Smart and Smart 2003; Hannerz 1992). 
These topics are of vital interest to government officials 
and urban planners, economists and development techni-
cians, and international agencies. Population growth and 
urbanization in underdeveloped non-Western nations 
have posed global problems that urgently need to be re-
solved. Urban anthropologists working in these regions 
are providing data that can be used to help resolve these 
global problems. 

The mass movement of people from rural areas to 
the cities is a major trend in these regions. Between 1950 
and 1980, the proportion of the population living in ur-
ban areas increased from 41 to 65 percent. Cities such 
as Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), Buenos Aires 
(Argentina), San Juan (Puerto Rico), and Lagos (Nigeria) 
are among the largest metropolitan areas in the world. 
For example, it is predicted that by 2015 the population 
of Mexico City will exceed 20 million (World Almanac 
2010). The rate of population growth and urbanization in 
these societies is much higher than in the postindustrial 
societies discussed in Chapter 12.

Much of this urban growth is due to internal migra-
tion. Migrants are pushed away from the countryside by 
population growth, poverty, lack of opportunity, and 
the absence of land reform. They are pulled to the city 
by the prospects of regular employment, education and 
medical care for their children, and the excitement of ur-
ban life. Rapid urbanization has led to the development 
of illegal squatter settlements, or high-density shanty-
towns, in and just outside urban areas. Shantytowns pro-
vide homes for the impoverished and unskilled migrants. 
Anthropologists have found that in some of these settle-
ments some people are optimistic about finding work 
and improving their living conditions. In the shanty-
towns, the new migrants take advantage of city services 
such as running water, transportation, and electricity. 
However, in the worst slums in non-Western cities, many 
of these new migrants are so poor that they are forced to 
live in the streets. 

Some anthropologists have focused their research on 
the poverty conditions of many of the non-Western urban 
centers. One well-known pioneer is Oscar Lewis, who 
studied families of slum dwellers in Mexico City (1961) 
and in San Juan and New York (1966). From these studies 

and from other evidence collected by urban anthropolo-
gists, Lewis concluded that the cultural values of the slum 
dwellers inhibited them from pursuing economic oppor-
tunities. He referred to these values as the  culture of 
poverty.

Lewis described the people who maintained this cul-
ture of poverty as having a sense of fatalism, apathy, and 
hopelessness with respect to aspirations for economic or 
social mobility. They tended to be suspicious and fear-
ful, disdained authority, and did not plan for the future. 
Alcoholism, violence, and unstable marriages were com-
mon. According to Lewis, these values were passed on to 
children through the enculturation process. Thus, poverty 
and hopelessness were perpetuated from generation to 
generation.

To be fair, Lewis stressed that the culture of pov-
erty was a result of the lack of economic opportunities 
in the slum neighborhoods. Moreover, he carefully noted 
that these attitudes affected only about 20 percent of the 

A squatter settlement in Santo Domingo, the Dominican Republic. 
Wealth and poverty coexist throughout the Caribbean. 
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people living in these areas. Nevertheless, many critics 
have charged that Lewis’s hypothesis is an example of 
blaming the victim; that is, it attributes poverty to the 
negative attitudes of poor people themselves, rather than 
to the economic and social stratification of their society. 
Some anthropologists have challenged the assertion that 
these attitudes are widespread among slum residents. 
For example, Helen Safa (1974) conducted research on 
a shantytown in San Juan and did not find the hopeless-
ness and apathy that were portrayed in Lewis’s studies. 
Safa found that the poor in the shantytowns have values 
emphasizing hard work, thrift, and determination. Her 
data contained little to confirm Lewis’s characterization of 
the poor as having a pathological culture. 

Safa and other anthropologists emphasize that these 
culture-of-poverty values are not perpetuated from gen-
eration to generation, as Lewis suggested. Rather, each 
individual develops attitudes and strategies toward 
achievement depending on the availability of real eco-
nomic opportunities. She observed that because of rapid 
economic growth in Puerto Rico, a few privileged people 
were able to attain upward mobility. This limited mobility 
led poor people to believe that economic and social ad-
vancement was due to individual and personal initiative, 
rather than socioeconomic factors. In fact, Safa contends, 
socioeconomic conditions in Puerto Rico are, to a great 
extent, a consequence of global economic processes be-
yond the control of individuals in the shantytowns. 

Another aspect of globalization in Latin America is re-
lated to how international tourism has an influence on ur-
ban migration and traditional rural culture. Alicia Re Cruz 
has been doing research on the rural to urban migration 
of Mayan peoples in the Yucatan region of Mexico to the 
major tourist destination of Cancún, Mexico (2003). Re 
Cruz found that migrants from the rural villages to Can-
cún were stigmatized by the villagers as “less Mayan” and 
“de-Mayanized.” The urban Mayan migrants go to Can-
cún to participate in the wage-labor sector and to pro-
vide more opportunities for their families. The traditional 
Maya fear that this urban migration will be destructive 

to their cultural identity. They see their cultural heritage 
and ethnic identity reduced to commodities in the tour-
ist atmosphere of the Cancún area. In Cancún, the local 
government and businesses attempt to market and com-
modify the traditional culture heritage of the Maya for 
the international tourist industry. The traditional Mayans 
in the rural areas view this appropriation and commodi-
fication of their cultural heritage as dangerous and as a 
threat to their Maya identity. The international tourism 
industries of Cancún have incorporated many of the 
Maya towns and villages within its vicinity. The Maya in 
these towns and villages are aware of their subordinate role 
in the global economy of Cancún, but the handicraft artists 
and other workers continue to produce what the tourists 
want to perceive as the “authentic” Maya cultural heritage. 
International tourism has produced this commodification 
of the indigenous cultural heritages in many locales and 
regions of Latin America and other regions of the world. 

As we have seen, globalization has proceeded rapidly 
throughout the regions of Latin America, Africa, and the 
Caribbean. Walmart, McDonald’s, and other multinational 
entities are growing everywhere throughout these regions. 
Sometimes this phenomenon has created rapid, unequal 
social and economic developments in various regions 
of these countries, as discussed above. As the people are 
adjusting to these new processes—including population 
growth, urbanization, and industrial and rural agricul-
tural developments, as well as attending social structural, 
political, religious, and ethnic change and tensions—the 
short-term result has been new problems and new chal-
lenges for them. We return to discuss some of the con-
temporary global trends that are influencing societies 
throughout the world in Chapter 17. As mentioned at the 
beginning of this chapter, these societies are coping with 
these new developments in a much more concentrated 
time period than the Western, industrial, European-influ-
enced societies of the global economy. It is hoped that 
anthropologists can help these societies provide solutions 
to overcome some of their difficulties, a topic addressed 
in our last chapter. 

Summary 
Globalization has had a major effect on the countries of 
Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean. Western co-
lonialism directly or indirectly affected these countries, 
and demographically they were devastated by diseases 
or slavery. In the long run, all these countries were af-
fected by declining death rates brought about by Western 
colonialism, but populations began to increase rapidly 
because of high birth rates. 

Economically, these societies were drawn into the 
global economy and were transformed by producing 
commodities that were demanded by the wealthier core 

societies. Patterns of land ownership were reordered, 
and many peasants were producing for economic elites. 
Religious changes occurred in all these countries because 
of Western expansion and missionary influence. 

Western colonialism eventually gave way to political 
movements based upon nationalism, independence, and 
sometimes revolutionary tendencies. These movements 
represented anticolonial sentiments and resulted in many 
new countries in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean. 

These countries have been absorbed into the global 
economy at different levels, depending on the resources 
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that are available in their regions. Some countries remain 
poor and underdeveloped because their economies are 
heavily dependent on the wealthy core countries. Other 
countries, including Mexico and Nigeria, have oil re-
sources that could be used to help develop their econo-
mies. However, despite oil resources, these non-Western 
countries still find themselves with various obstacles to 
developing their economies. 

Ethnographers have conducted research on the 
peasantry, social structures, family life, and gender and 
ethnic issues and tensions within these countries. Each 
region has unique structures based on its cultural beliefs 
and practices. The peasantry differs in various countries, 

based on the peoples’ traditional relations and new global 
relationships to the world market. Family structures and 
gender relations are illuminated by cultural anthropolo-
gists as they study patterns that develop in relationship 
to the emergence of new urban areas and the transforma-
tion of rural areas. 

Cultural anthropologists are also studying the over-
all patterns and consequences of urbanization in these 
societies, including the issues of poverty. They find that 
people throughout these countries, despite their hard-
ships, continue to adapt their traditional social and cul-
tural mechanisms to help them adjust to the effects of 
globalization.

Questions to Think About 
1. Compare and contrast the effects of colonialism on 

Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean. 

 2.  How did globalization impinge upon the traditional 
economies of Latin American, African, and Caribbean 
countries?

 3.  What were some of the religious changes that came 
with Western expansion into Latin America, Africa, 
and the Caribbean? 

 4.  Compare the independence movements in Latin 
America and Africa. 

5. What are some of the differences between the 
peripheral and semiperipheral countries in Latin 
America, Africa, and the Caribbean? 

 6.  What do you think will enable the peripheral and 
semiperipheral countries in Latin America, Africa, 
and the Caribbean to develop their economies in the 
future?

7. How is the peasantry different in various Latin 
American, African, and Caribbean countries? 

8. Compare and contrast the social structure of Latin 
America with that of Africa. 

9. How have family and gender patterns in Latin 
America, Africa, and the Caribbean been influenced 
by globalization? 

10. What are the effects of urbanization on Latin Amer-
ica, Africa, and the Caribbean? 

apartheid 
assimilation
closed peasant community 

culture of poverty 
dyadic contract 
fictive kinship ties 

monocultural dependency 
open peasant community 
patron-client ties 

revolution 
syncretism 
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Chapter Questions 

� What insights have been contributed by 
anthropologists to understanding the Middle East 
and Asia since the 9/11 tragedy in the United States? 

� What were the most important consequences 
of colonialism in the Middle East and Asia? 

� What creates uneven development in the Middle East 
and Asia? 

� What are the basic features of the family and gender 
relations in the Middle East and Asia? 

� What are some of the factors that infl uence ethnic 
tensions in the Middle East and Asia? 

� What are some of the links between globalization 
and Islamic movements? 

Anthropology Following 9/11 

F
ollowing the tragic events of 9/11, when the 
suicidal attacks on the World Trade Center and 
the Pentagon destroyed thousands of human 
lives, there have been an enormous number of 

books written about the Islamic world, the Middle East, 
and Asia. Many of these books have been written by reli-
gious studies specialists who examine the religious texts 
of Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism and then interpret the 
cultures, values, and behaviors of these Asian and Mid-
dle Eastern peoples as “radically different” than those of 
peoples in Western society. Other writers are political sci-
entists who interview the political elites in these regions; 
they also tend to portray these societies as not having 
the same kinds of democratic or other institutions that the 
Western societies or cultures have. Even before 9/11, they 
predicted a “clash of civilizations” (Huntington 1996). 
Since that date, these views have become more dominant 
in the Western media and in government circles. 

Anthropologists have been doing ethnographic re-
search in these areas of the Middle East and Asia for 
decades. Some of the earlier ethnographic research drew 
on simplistic understandings of “culture,” as discussed 
in Chapter 3. One assumption put forth by these ear-
lier anthropologists was that a “culture” or “civilization” 
could be summed up within a portrait based on some-
times superficial understandings of how that “culture” 
(values, beliefs, worldviews, norms, and behavior) was 
shared by everyone within the society in the same man-
ner. For example, anthropologist Raphael Patai wrote a 
book called The Arab Mind in the 1950s—based upon 
a simplified view of culture and language, along with 
some brief observations—in which he discussed the 

millions of people within the Arab world as suppos-
edly sharing the same culture. Patai’s book has recently 
been used by the U.S. military to train U.S. soldiers en-
gaged in Iraq to understand Arab culture and behavior 
(Starrett 2004). 

Earlier, we discussed how contemporary anthro-
pologists have refined this understanding of “culture” or 
“civilization” to emphasize how varied the values, beliefs,
worldviews, norms, and behaviors are among men, 
women, young, and old and how the culture is con-
stantly in dynamic interaction with historical, economic, 
political, ethnic, and religious developments. Especially 
with recent globalization trends, when different regions 
of the world are experiencing more contact with the out-
side world through print, the Internet, television, films, 
facsimile, e-mail, and other global media, the “culture” of 
these groups is in a continuing dynamic interaction with 
the factors stemming from these trends. Anthropologists 
who do ethnographic research in these regions today 
find that there is a tremendous variety of political and re-
ligious beliefs within any of the Middle Eastern or Asian 
cultures. These anthropologists reside among the people 
in these areas for an extensive period and interview not 
just political elites, but also peasants, farm workers, urban 
working-class people, religious clerics of many different 
traditions, and others. We find that the simplistic portraits 
of “Islamic culture,” “Jewish culture,” “Buddhist or Hindu 
culture,” and “Middle Eastern or Asian civilizations” that 
are provided by many of these specialists are too static 
and contain “stereotypical” images that do not do justice 
to the tremendous variety of values, beliefs, norms, insti-
tutions, and behaviors of the billions of people in these 
regions. Following the 9/11 tragedy, many anthropolo-
gists consult with and advise Western governments and 
also work with the people in the Middle East and Asia to 
help provide more insight into these regions, which are 
changing very rapidly. In this way, anthropologists hope 
to improve intercultural and interfaith dialogue on these 
issues to help reduce tensions and violence within and 
between these various societies in the Middle East and 
Asia (Scupin 2003c). 

As in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, the 
process of globalization has been going on in the Mid-
dle East and Asia since the exploration of these regions 
by Europeans. The Middle East and Asia are vast het-
erogeneous regions with different ethnic groups and 
cultures that have had contact with each other through 
trade and exploration since the first millennium. 
For the purposes of this chapter, the Middle East in-
cludes the areas of both North Africa and Southwest 
Asia (see Figure 15.1). Many of the countries in these 
regions were influenced by the development of Islamic 
culture and the Arabic language. Traditionally, this area 
was referred to as the “Near East” to distinguish it from 
the “Far East.” At other times, it has been mistakenly la-
beled the “Arab world.” The term  Arab refers to people 
who speak the Arabic language; included within this 
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category of Arabic-speaking regions are the countries 
of Jordan, Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, and 
the Persian Gulf states such as Kuwait and the United 
Arab Emirates. The Middle East, however, also contains 
non-Arabic-speaking countries such as Israel, Turkey, 
and Iran. Thus, the Middle East as described in this 
chapter comprises peoples with different histories, lan-
guages, ethnicities, and religions. 

Asia is also a culturally diverse continent with a wide 
variety of sociocultural systems. This chapter focuses on 
three regions: South Asia, East Asia, and Southeast Asia 
(see Figure 15.2).

These regions contain most of the world’s popula-
tion, more than three billion people. Different forms 
of societies have developed in these regions, rang-
ing from the hunter-gatherer and horticultural societ-
ies of the tropical rain forests, to the pastoral nomads 
of northern China, to the advanced industrial society of 
Japan. (We have already discussed Japanese society 
in Chapter 12 on industrial societies.) This chapter fo-
cuses primarily on the agricultural or rural societies 
in Asia that have been transformed by globalization 
processes. It discusses the findings of anthropologists 
who use a global perspective that reflects the ongoing 
changes and transitions in the societies of the Middle 
East and Asia. 

Early Colonialism 
and Globalization 
The Middle East 
Aside from the Portuguese, most Europeans did not have 
much direct contact with the Middle East until the 1800s. 
As European countries industrialized, however, they 
came to view the Middle East as an area ripe for imperial 
control. In the European view, the Middle East could sup-
ply raw materials and provide markets for manufactured 
goods. Napoleon Bonaparte led an expedition to Egypt 
in 1798, bringing it under French rule for a brief period. 
He planned to incorporate Egypt as a colony that would 
complement French economic interests. Because of 
British rivalry following the Napoleonic Wars, the French 
had to evacuate Egypt; nevertheless, Europeans gradually 
attained more influence in the region. 

Although the British did not directly colonize Egypt 
until 1882, various European advisors influenced Egyptian 
rulers to develop specific products for the world market. 
Egypt’s rulers and upper classes cooperated with Western 
interests in these activities to induce economic growth. 
Factories were built for processing sugar, and cotton be-
came the most important agricultural commodity in the 
country. The most important development project that 
affected ties between the Middle East and the West was 
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the Suez Canal, which connects the Mediterranean 
Sea with the Gulf of Suez. Completed in 1869, the Suez 
Canal was financed through capital supplied by French 
and British interests. The canal shortened the distance 
between East and West, thereby drawing the Middle East 
into the orbit of the core nations. 

To offset British expansion in the Middle East, the 
French began to build a North African empire, taking con-
trol of Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco. Morocco was consid-
ered the most “perfect” French colony, in which, through 
indirect rule, the French devised a “scientific colony” that 
required only a small number of French officials to super-
vise a vast territory. Thus, the French ruled through urban 
elites, rural leaders, and Moroccan religious officials. They 
developed large commercial enterprises such as railroads 
and mining, as well as various agricultural operations. 
These commercial enterprises enabled the colony to pay 
for itself, a definite asset for the French. 

European expansion in the Middle East continued 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. Although not directly colonized, Turkey, which 
was then the center of the Ottoman Empire, came under 
the economic control of Western interests. To reduce the 
disparity in economic development between their 

country and Europe, Turkish rulers gave concessions to 
French and British interests to develop industries and ser-
vices in Turkey. These enterprises produced cheap goods 
that undermined native Turkish businesses. By the end 
of the nineteenth century, Turkey had become a periph-
eral society, exporting raw materials, providing cheap la-
bor, and depending on core societies for manufactured 
goods. This led to the end of the Ottoman Empire. 

Although not as industrialized as many other 
European countries, Russia began to expand toward 
the Middle East during the mid-1800s and eventually 
assumed control over various regions of Central Asia, ab-
sorbing the Muslim populations of Samarkand, Tashkent, 
and Turkestan. To secure access to the warm waters of 
the Persian Gulf, Russia also moved into Iran (formerly 
Persia), taking control of the northern half of the coun-
try. The British, who maintained control of commerce 
in the Persian Gulf through their naval fleet, were thus 
threatened by this Russian expansion. As a countermea-
sure, they moved into southern Iran and funneled capi-
tal into the region by developing a tobacco monopoly 
and financing other economic projects. Eventually, in 
1907, the British and Russians agreed to divide Iran into 
three spheres, with northern and central Iran, including 
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Tehran, in the Russian sphere; southeastern Iran in the 
British sphere; and an area between in the neutral zone. 
The Iranians were neither consulted nor informed about 
the terms of this agreement (Keddie 1981). 

Another area that was contested between the 
Russians and the British was Afghanistan. Geographi-
cally, Afghanistan is situated between the Middle East 
and South Asia. It is a country made up of various eth-
nic groups who were Muslims involved in agricultural 
practices and also nomadic pastoralism in the rugged 
mountains, deep valleys, deserts, and arid plateaus. 
Afghanistan was a remnant of one of the major Muslim 
empires founded in the seventeenth century. 

In the nineteenth century, the Russians tried to colo-
nize Afghanistan by completing a railway to the Afghan 
border, and the British countered by building a railway 
from their colonized portion of South Asia northward. 
This “Great Game,” played out between the British and 
Russians, left Afghanistan as a buffer state between these 
colonial powers. Various Afghan leaders had to negotiate 
between and give concessions to these powers to main-
tain their independence (Sidky and Akers 2006). 

Following World War I, the European powers divided 
the Middle East into different spheres of influence. In ad-
dition to their North African empire, the French gained the 
countries of Lebanon and Syria as direct colonies. Other 
areas such as Turkey and the Arabian Peninsula remained 
politically independent but became peripheral states. The 
British took Egypt, Iraq, and Palestine as direct colonies. 
Jewish leaders in Europe were calling for the resettlement of 
Jews in their original homeland in Palestine because Jewish 
communities had faced discrimination and persecution for 
centuries in Europe. Influenced by this movement, known 
as Zionism, the British eventually agreed to allow the im-
migration of thousands of European Jews to Palestine, with 
dramatic consequences for the Middle East. 

Asia
Intensive economic and political contact between Asia 
and the West began during the period of European mer-
cantilism. The first phase of Western expansion into 
Asia began with the Portuguese trade in India, China, 
and Southeast Asia. The next phase involved the Dutch, 
French, and British, who established private trading com-
panies in Asia to secure access to exportable goods. 

India, Burma, and Malaysia Western nations 
resorted to direct colonization in Asia following the 
Industrial Revolution. For example, Britain colonized India, 
gaining control over the production of export cash crops 
such as jute, oil seeds, cotton, and wheat. Because India 
did not have a strong centralized state, it could not resist 
British colonization. The opening of the Suez Canal facil-
itated Britain’s management of its Asian colonies, and by 
1900, the British had established direct economic and politi-
cal control over 300 million South Asians (Hardgrove 2006). 

From their base in India, the British initiated a series 
of wars to incorporate Burma as a direct colony. Even-
tually, the British expanded their colonial domination 
southward to the region of Malaysia. To satisfy industrial 
societies’ increasing demand for commodities such as tin 
(for the canning industry) and rubber, the British devel-
oped mining and plantations in both Burma and Malaysia. 
In addition, as the demand for rice grew in the world mar-
ket, the British commercialized rice production for export. 

China The industrial nations also attempted to carve 
out colonies in China. Although that country had been 
open to European trade ever since the Portuguese 
established ports in Macao in the sixteenth century, 
China successfully resisted direct colonization by the 
West for several reasons. First, it was farther from 
the West than were other Asian countries. Second, China 
had a highly centralized state empire in which mandarin 
officials  controlled local regions and thus, was a more for-
midable empire than were other Asian countries. Third, the 
Chinese government was not impressed with Western 
goods and technology. Chinese officials had been famil-
iar with Western products from the time of Marco Polo 
in the fifteenth century and forbade the importation of 
Western commodities. 

Despite this resistance, the British eventually gained 
access to China through the introduction of opium. 
Attempts by the Chinese government to prohibit the 
illegal smuggling of this drug into the country led to 
the Opium Wars of 1839–1842 between Great Britain 
and China. Britain defeated China, subsequently acquir-
ing Hong Kong as a colony and securing other business 
concessions. Eventually, international settlements were 
established in cities such as Shanghai, which became 
sovereign city-states outside the Chinese government’s 
control (DeVoe 2006). 

The Dutch Empire The Dutch expanded into 
the East Indies, eventually incorporating the re-
gion—now known as Indonesia—into their colo-
nial empire. By the nineteenth century, the Dutch 
had developed what they referred to as the Kul-
tur-System, which lasted until 1917. Through this 
system, Indonesian peasants were allowed to grow only 
certain cash crops, such as sugar, coffee, tobacco, and 
indigo, for the world market. These crops were devel-
oped at the expense of subsistence crops such as rice. 
The policy of coerced labor and exploitation of the 
peasantry held back the economic development of 
the Indonesian islands (Geertz 1963a; Hefner 2000; 
Lukens-Bull 2006). 

French Indochina French imperial rivalry with Brit-
ain had direct consequences for Southeast Asia. By 1893, 
the French had conquered and established direct colonial 
rule over Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos—a region that be-
came known as Indochina. In northern Vietnam, French 
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settlers directed the production of coal, zinc, and tin; in the 
southern areas near the Mekong River, they developed the 
land to produce rubber and rice exports (Scupin 2006a). 

Thailand: An Independent Country One coun-
try in Southeast Asia that did not become directly col-
onized was Thailand. The Thai monarchy, which had 
some experience with Western interests, developed eco-
nomic and political strategies to play European rivals 
against one another, while adopting Western innova-
tions. European business interests were allowed to aid 
in the development of some goods, but not to exercise 
direct political control. To some extent, this suited the 
geopolitical strategies of both the British and the French, 
who preferred Thailand as a buffer state between their 
colonial domains (Slagter and Kerbo 2000; Scupin 2006b). 

The Philippines The Philippines were directly colo-
nized first by Spain and then by the United States. Spain 
took control of most of the Philippine Islands during the 
sixteenth century. As in Latin America, the Spanish es-
tablished pueblos (towns) in which 
colonial officials directed Filipino 
peasant labor and collected tribute. 
Eventually, encomiendas—land 
grants to Spanish settlers—
developed into haciendas,
on which tobacco, sugar, and 
indigo were planted for export 
to the world market. Aside from 
these agricultural enterprises, the Span-
ish encouraged few commercial devel-
opments. During the Spanish-American 
War of 1898, the United States defeated Spanish forces in 
both the Philippines and the Caribbean. Many Filipinos 
sided with the United States in hopes of achieving inde-
pendence from Spain. When the United States refused 
to recognize Philippine independence, numerous Filipi-
nos redirected their resistance efforts against the United 
States. After a protracted war in which 600,000 Filipinos 
lost their lives and many more were placed in concentra-
tion camps, the Philippines were directly colonized by 
the United States. The United States continued to orga-
nize native Filipino labor to produce cash crops such as 
tobacco, sugar, and indigo as export commodities for the 
world market (Lukens-Bull 2006). 

Consequences of Colonialism 
Demographic Change 
Western expansion and colonialism in non-Western 
countries brought unprecedented demographic growth 
to the populations of these agricultural states. As in 
Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, the develop-
ment of intensive cash-crop cultivation often resulted in 
rapid population growth. As labor shortages developed 

in subsistence agriculture as a result of moving labor 
into cash-cropping agriculture for the European mar-
ket, peasant farmers began to increase their family size 
(Robbins 2005). This increase in fertility led to rapid pop-
ulation growth in many of the Middle Eastern and Asian 
societies. Eventually, Europeans introduced new medi-
cal and sanitation practices that led to a tremendous re-
duction in death rates through the control of smallpox, 
plague, yellow fever, and malaria. Meanwhile, birth rates 
remained high. The combination of reduced death 
rates and high birth rates led to dramatic population in-
creases. For example, the population of India increased 
by one-third between 1881 and 1931 and then doubled 
between 1931 and 1971. In Chapter 17, we shall discuss 
some of the global effects of these population trends. 

Unlike the situation in the West, population growth 
in colonized non-Western countries was not coupled 
with sustained and rapid industrialization. The expand-
ing Middle Eastern and Asian populations, therefore, had 
to be absorbed by the intensification of agricultural pro-
duction. For example, population growth in Indonesia 

under the Dutch led to what Clifford 
Geertz has referred to as “agricultural 
involution” (1963a). The commercial-

ization of agriculture and the use 
of coerced labor increased produc-
tion somewhat, but the rates of in-

crease could not keep pace with 
population growth. Agricultural 
yields per day of labor actu-
ally decreased. In addition, as 
the population grew, land be-
came more scarce. Thus, the 

system of intensified agriculture was increasingly unable 
to feed the growing population. 

As a result of colonialism, major urban centers grew 
quickly in the Middle East and Asia. For example, the cit-
ies of Cairo in Egypt and Tehran in Iran began to grow at 
tremendous rates. In India, the British created port cities 
such as Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras that became inter-
national trading and financial centers. In China, Shanghai 
and Nanking developed into major urban centers as a 
result of the expansion of Western businesses. Southeast 
Asian cities such as Rangoon, Bangkok, Saigon, Jakarta, 
Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, and Manila expanded rapidly. 
These cities attracted rural migrants, who crowded into 
squatter settlements and slums. 

Economic Change 
The economies of the countries of the Middle East 
and Asia during the nineteenth century were directed 
toward the production of agricultural goods such as tea, 
sugar, tobacco, cotton, rice, tin, and rubber for export. 
Prices of these goods were subject to fluctuations in 
the world market. Land that had been converted to 
growing these export crops could no longer support 



Chapter 15 �  Globalization in the Middle East and Asia 327

peasant villages. Native handicrafts declined dra-
matically in importance in comparison with export-
oriented commodity production. In addition, as in 
other colonized areas of the world, imported West-
ern-manufactured goods flowed into Middle Eastern 
and Asian nations. Thus, these societies became more 
dependent on core industrial societies. 

As in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, one 
major consequence of Western colonialism was the 
integration of many agricultural village communities 
into wider regional and global economic patterns. The 
precolonial traditional villages were never entirely self-
sufficient and were tied to regional and national trading 
networks. However, under Western colonialism, the vil-
lage peasantry in the Middle East and Asia was no longer 
isolated from cities, and the global market determined 
the prices for agricultural goods. This global transforma-
tion of agricultural economies triggered dramatic changes 
in non-Western rural communities. Because few peas-
ants had enough capital to own and manage land, much 
of the land fell into the hands of colonial settlers, large 
landowners, and money lenders. In many cases, these 
changes encouraged absentee landownership and tempo-
rary tenancy. Long-term care of the land by the peasantry 
was sacrificed for immediate profits. As in the case of 
the peasants of Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, 
land, labor, and capital were thus disconnected from the 
village kinship structures of reciprocity and redistribu-
tion, or what has been referred to as the moral economy 
(see Chapter 11). As globalization occurred, these peas-
ants were incorporated into the global cash economy. 
Their lives were now dependent on the fluctuations of a 
global economy that determined their success or failure 
as farmers. 

Religious Change 
The major religious traditions of most of the societies in the 
Middle East and Asia are Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. 
The Islamic tradition dates to the life of Muhammad, 
who was born in 570  A.D. in the city of Mecca, which 
is now in Saudi Arabia. Muslims believe that Muhammad is 
the final prophet in the long line of prophets referred 
to in the Bible. They share with Christians and Jews the 
faith that Abraham was the founder and first prophet of 
their tradition. Unlike Christians and Jews, however, they 
believe that Muhammad began receiving revelations from 
God that culminated in the major religious text known as 
the Qur’an (Koran). The traditions of Islam spread widely 
throughout areas of the Middle East and Asia (Scupin 
2008b; Sidky and Akers 2006). 

Two other South Asian religions—Hinduism and 
Buddhism—have influenced civilizations throughout the 
region. Both developed in India and are associated with 
three major doctrines. The first doctrine is known as 
samsara, or reincarnation, which refers to how an individ-
ual’s soul transmigrates and is reborn in a new organism in 
a new cycle of existence. The second doctrine is karma,
the belief that an individual’s destiny is affected by his or 
her behavior in previous lives. Hinduism emphasizes that 
an individual must live a dutiful and ethical life to produce 
good karma for future existences. The third doctrine is 
moksha in Hinduism and  nirvana in Buddhism—spiritual 
enlightenment—the ultimate aim and spiritual goal for all 
Hindus and Buddhists. Enlightenment represents the final 
escape from the cycle of life, death, rebirth, and suffering 
into an ultimate spiritual state of existence. 

The Middle East and Asia already had the highly 
literate religious traditions of Islam, Hinduism, and 
Buddhism, which meant that Western Christian 

Buddhist monks in Thailand. 
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missionaries had a much more difficult time trying to 
convert native populations in these regions. The religious 
traditions in these regions provided the basic spiritual 
cosmologies, beliefs, and meanings that satisfied the vast 
numbers of these people in their coping with univer-
sal needs and questions. However, in many cases, the 
Western missionaries in these Middle Eastern and Asian 
countries were instrumental in teaching some of the basic 
cultural values of the Western world, including political 
ideas regarding democratic institutions, civil liberties, and 
individual freedom. 

Political Change: Independence 
and Nationalism 
During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the ex-
tension of Western power into the Middle East and Asia 
elicited responses ranging from native reformist activities 
to nationalist independence movements. Because most 
people in these regions were Muslims, Hindus, or Bud-
dhists, many of the anticolonial responses reflected a re-
ligious orientation. In response to Western colonialism, 
Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist leaders called for a rethink-
ing of their religious traditions to accommodate pressures 
from the West. Reformers such as Muhammad Abduh 
in Egypt and Rabinda Tagore in India argued that the 
sources of Western strength developed in part from early 
Middle Eastern and Asian contributions to science, medi-
cine, and scholarship (see Chapter 12). Thus, the reform-
ists exhorted believers to look to their own indigenous 
religious traditions as a source of inspiration to overcome 
Western economic and political domination. Reformist 
movements spread throughout the Muslim, Hindu, and 
Buddhist areas, especially among the urban, educated 
classes, paving the way for later nationalist and indepen-
dence movements throughout the regions (Scupin 2008a; 
Weisgrau 2008). 

Similarly, most of the anticolonial, nationalist, and 
independence movements that emerged in Asia were 
linked to local religious or political developments. They 
were also associated with the rise of Western-educated 
groups that articulated nationalist demands. 

A Nationalist and Independence 
Movement in India 
As in other colonies, the British desired an educated class 
of Indians to serve as government clerks and cultural 
intermediaries between the British and the colonized 
people. The British sponsored a national educational 
system that included universities and training colleges, 
which educated thousands of Indians. These educated 
people became part of a literate middle class, familiar 
with Western liberal thought regarding human rights and 
self-determination. A small, powerful merchant class that 
benefited from British economic policies also emerged. 

Whereas India formerly had been fragmented into 
separate language groups, the colonial educational sys-
tem provided the educated middle classes with a com-
mon language, English. Improved transportation and 
communication media such as railroads, print technology, 
and the telegraph accelerated the movement for national 
unity. In addition, the educated classes became increas-
ingly aware of the hypocrisy of British “values” such as 
equality and democracy when they were exposed to 
racism and discrimination in the form of exclusion from 
British private hotels, clubs, and parks. 

The majority of the Indian population, however, was 
not middle class, but was made up of peasants who lived 
in rural village communities and did not speak English. 
Thus, the middle-class nationalist movement did not 
directly appeal to them. This gulf between the middle 
class and the peasants was bridged by a remarkable in-
dividual, Mohandas Gandhi, later called the Mahatma, 
or “great soul.” Although from the middle class, Gandhi 
fused Hindu religious sentiments with Western political 
thought to mobilize the peasantry against British domina-
tion. Anthropologist Richard Fox contributed an exten-
sive analysis of Gandhi’s role in the anticolonial struggle 
(1989). In his study, Fox emphasized the role of an indi-
vidual with charismatic abilities in bringing about major 
social and cultural change within a society. 

Hindu traditions provided the model for Gandhi’s 
strategies of nonviolent resistance. He called for the 

Mohandas Gandhi rallied the Indian nation toward independence 
from the British. 
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peaceful boycott of British-produced goods, telling 
the villagers to maintain their traditional weaving indus-
tries to spin their own cloth. Through his protests and 
boycotts, he rallied millions of Indians in a mass move-
ment that eventually could not be resisted. In 1947, two 
years after the end of World War II, the British were forced 
to relinquish their empire in South Asia (Hardgrove 2006; 
Weiss 2006). 

Revolutionary Movements in Asia 
As in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, a number 
of revolutionary movements developed in the Middle 
East and Asia as a result of globalization and contact 
with Western colonialism and power. The revolutions 
that developed in Asia had worldwide repercussions. In 
China, a grassroots revolutionary movement developed 
out of anti-Western, nationalistic movements. In the early 
twentieth century, Sun Yat-Sen, a doctor educated in 
Hawaii and Hong Kong, championed the formation 
of a democratic republic in China, gaining support among 
the peasants by calling for the redistribution of land. The 
movement toward democracy failed, however. Instead, 
the military under Chiang Kai-Shek, who did not sympa-
thize with peasant resistance movements or democratic 
reforms, assumed control of China. These develop-
ments encouraged the growth of the Chinese Communist 
Party under Mao Zedong. Mao’s guerrillas engaged in a 
protracted struggle against Chiang Kai-Shek’s forces in 
the 1940s. 

Mao Zedong was familiar with Karl Marx’s predic-
tion that the urban proleteriat or working class would 

direct revolutions toward socialism and communism. 
Mao, in contrast, believed that the rural peasantry could 
become the backbone of a communist revolution (Wolf 
1969; DeVoe 2006). Through the Chinese Communist 
Party, Mao began to mobilize the peasantry and combine 
traditional notions of Confucianism with his brand of 
Marxism, sometimes called Maoism. Calling for the over-
throw of the landlords and Western forms of capitalism 
that he blamed for social and economic inequality, Mao 
made Marxism comprehensible to Chinese peasants. By 
1949, after two decades of struggle, Mao and his peasant-
based armies gained control of the country, renaming it 
the People’s Republic of China. 

Vietnam experienced the most dramatic nationalist 
and revolutionary movement of any of the French colo-
nies of Southeast Asia. After World War II, the French 
attempted to reestablish their colonial regime in Indo-
china. Leading the opposition was Ho Chi Minh, who, 
like many other Vietnamese, was frustrated by French 
colonialism and its negative impact on his society. Ho 
Chi Minh believed in the communist ideal but, like Mao 
Zedong, adapted Marxist ideology to the particular 
concerns of his nationalist struggle (Wolf 1969; Scupin 
2006b). His well-organized peasant army, the Vietminh, 
defeated the French forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. This 
defeat led to the withdrawal of the French from Vietnam. 

Following Dien Bien Phu, the French and the Viet-
minh agreed to a temporary division of the country into 
North Vietnam under Ho Chi Minh and South Vietnam 
under Ngo Dinh Diem. The nation was to be unified 
through elections in 1956, but the elections were never held. 

Mao Zedong. 

Ho Chi Minh. 



330 Chapter 15 �  Globalization in the Middle East and Asia

As a Cold War strategy, the United States, meanwhile, 
committed itself to the survival of an independent, non-
communist South Vietnam, supplying Diem with massive 
economic, political, and military support. Diem lacked 
widespread support among the South Vietnamese popula-
tion, however, and he brutally repressed dissent against 
his regime. He was overthrown in a military coup in 1963. 

As communist opposition, supported by North 
Vietnam, escalated in the South, the United States dramati-
cally increased its level of military involvement. By 1967, 
more than 500,000 U.S. troops were stationed in Vietnam. 
Unable to defeat the Vietnamese guerrillas, the United 
States entered into a long period of negotiation with the 
Vietnamese communists, finally signing a peace treaty in 
January 1973. Two years later, North Vietnam overran the 
South, thereby unifying the nation (Scupin 2006b). 

Uneven Economic Development 
By redirecting economic development toward an export-
oriented global economy, Western colonialism and glo-
balization transformed many of the formerly agricultural 
countries into peripheral, dependent economies. The 
wealthy core industrial societies of the West provided 
economic and political support to those elites who in-
stituted policies to promote economic growth. Many of 
these elites in the Middle East and Asia minimized restric-
tions on foreign investment and opened their borders to 
multinational corporations. In addition, some of these so-
cieties had vital resources that enabled them to develop 
a special type of relationship with the wealthy industrial-
ized core societies. However, a number of these societ-
ies, especially in Asia, began to attempt to withdraw from 
globalization and capitalism and to develop self-sufficient 
economies.

Oil and the Middle East 
The discovery of vast sources of oil—60 percent of the 
world’s known reserves—in the Middle East has revolu-
tionized trade and politics and has brought tremendous 
social change to the region. Oil became the major en-
ergy source for the industrial world. Multinational cor-
porations based in the core societies developed these 
resources, controlling both oil production and prices, to 
maintain economic growth in their home countries. As 
nationalist independence movements spread, however, 
many countries demanded control over their oil. Nations 
such as Libya, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Kuwait began 
to nationalize their oil industries, and the multinational 
corporations eventually lost most of their controlling in-
terests in the region. 

Political conflicts between the Arabs and Israel in the 
1970s resulted in a boycott of the sale of oil to the global 
economy by the Islamic countries and other oil-producing 
countries known collectively as the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). This resulted in 
the rapid increase of the price of oil around the world 

compared to the prices of the 1950s and 1960s. The con-
tinued rapid increase in the price of oil since the 1970s 
has enabled the oil-producing countries of the region to 
accumulate vast wealth and has fueled worldwide infla-
tion that has raised the costs of all goods and raw ma-
terials. The per capita incomes of some Middle Eastern 
countries with smaller populations eventually surpassed 
those of many core countries. Realizing that they were 
dependent on a single export commodity, however, 
Middle Eastern countries took certain steps to diversify 
their economies. Smaller countries, such as Saudi Arabia, 
with a population of about 27 million people, and 
Kuwait, with only 3.5 million—both ruled by royal dynas-
tic families—financed some capital-intensive industries 
such as cement and detergent manufacturing and food 
processing. In doing so, these small Arab countries en-
sured high incomes for most of their population, which 
tended to enhance their political legitimacy and stability. 

Larger oil-rich countries such as Iran and Iraq pur-
sued rapid economic development to increase na-
tional wealth and legitimize their political regimes. Shah 
Muhammad Reza Pahlavi of Iran and Saddam Hussein of 
Iraq invited multinational corporations and consultants 
from core countries to help diversify their industries and 

Oil production in countries such as Saudi Arabia has had global 
consequences.
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develop their military technology and forces. In contrast 
to the smaller countries, however, Iraq and Iran, with their 
larger populations (26 million and 68 million, respectively), 
had more difficulty raising economic standards for every-
one immediately. 

The vast majority of the people of the Middle East, 
however,  do not live in oil-rich countries. These nations 
include Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco; al-
though they have developed some industries to diversify 
their economies, they remain to some extent periph-
eral societies dependent on the wealthier industrial core 
societies.

Withdrawal from the Global Economy 
Some countries, by adopting a socialist form of economic 
system, tried to develop economically outside of the capi-
talist global economy. In China, following his victory in 
1949, Mao Zedong implemented an economic develop-
ment plan modeled on that of the Soviet Union. He col-
lectivized agriculture by appropriating the land owned 
by the elite and giving it to the peasants. Mao estab-
lished cooperatives in which a number of villages owned 
agricultural land in common, and he also sponsored the de-
velopment of heavy industries to stimulate economic growth. 
Communist Party officials, known as cadres, managed both 
the agricultural cooperatives and the industrial firms. 

When these policies failed to generate economic 
growth, Mao launched a radically different effort in 1958 
favoring a decentralized economy. This plan, known as 
the Great Leap Forward, established locally based rural 
and urban communes that organized the production and 
distribution of goods and services. Each commune, con-
sisting of 12,000 to 60,000 people, was subdivided into 
brigades of 100 to 700 households, production teams of 
about 35 households, and work teams of 8 to 10 house-
holds. Each commune was supposed to be self-sufficient, 
containing a banking system, police force, schools, day-
care centers, mess halls, hospitals, and old-age centers. 
The communes established their own production goals 
and reinvested their profits in the commune. 

Although some aspects of the Great Leap Forward 
were successful, especially those involving health care and 
literacy, the program failed to promote agricultural and in-
dustrial development. In fact, it was marked by famine, 
political corruption, and economic retardation. Mao then 
initiated an ideological campaign to eliminate corruption 
and political “deviance,” while restoring revolutionary con-
sciousness. This campaign, known as the Cultural Revo-
lution, lasted from 1966 to 1976. Mao organized young 
people into groups called the Red Guards to purify China 
of any capitalist, traditional Confucianist, or Western ten-
dencies. Millions of people, primarily the educated classes, 
were arrested and forced to work on rural communes as 
punishment for their deviance from the communist path. 
By 1976, at the time of Mao’s death, the Cultural Revolu-
tion had paralyzed economic development by eliminating 

the most skilled and educated classes, those who could 
have contributed to the nation’s growth (DeVoe 2006). 

Vietnam also tried to withdraw from the world capi-
talist system, implementing a socialist government based 
upon Marxist-Leninist principles. After the end of the 
Vietnam War, the government instituted a five-year plan 
that collectivized agriculture and relocated people from 
urban to rural communities. By 1978, 137 collective farms 
had been established; 4 million people, including half the 
population of Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon), were 
resettled in what were called “new economic zones.” 
These zones were organized to produce crops and oper-
ate light industry as a means of encouraging economic 
self-sufficiency. They were managed by Communist Party 
officials, many of whom had no direct experience in agri-
culture or industry (Scupin 2006b). 

By 1981, Vietnam had become one of the poorest 
peripheral nations in the world. While food production 
and labor productivity decreased, inflation and unem-
ployment rose. Military expenditures drained the econ-
omy of needed funds for capital development. Part of the 
reason that Vietnam was underdeveloped was the war 
itself. For example, the defoliation of forests as a result of 
U.S. bombing and the use of Agent Orange impeded the 
growth of timber. At the same time, however, many of 
the problems were a direct result of inflexible ideological 
commitments and lack of expertise on the part of Com-
munist Party bureaucrats (Pike 1990; Scupin 2006b). 

Ethnographic Studies 
A Middle Eastern Village in Transition 
Ethnographic studies of rural villages in the Middle East 
have contributed to a more comprehensive understand-
ing of globalization and the interconnections between 
peripheral and core nations. One early study of culture 
change was conducted by Hani Fakhouri (1972), who 
studied the Egyptian village of Kafr El-Elow, which at 
the time of Fakhouri’s study (1966–1968) was undergo-
ing substantial changes. About 80 percent of the Egyptian 
population lived in about 4,000 rural villages, many 
of which were being drawn into the global economy 
through rapid industrialization and the commercialization 
of agriculture. 

Kafr El-Elow is located 18 miles south of Cairo. Before 
the 1920s, it was a relatively small farming community in 
which the fellaheen (peasants) practiced small-scale sub-
sistence agriculture. After British colonization in the nine-
teenth century, the fellaheen began to grow cotton as an 
export commodity. By the 1920s, water pumps had been 
introduced into the village, and several industries had 
begun to develop. Roads were constructed, linking Kafr 
El-Elow with nearby industrializing communities. After 
the 1950s, industrialization accelerated, and subsistence 
farming was no longer the primary aspect of the Kafr 
El-Elow economy. Instead, many nearby industries related 
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to steel, natural gas, cement, textiles, railways, aircraft, 
and other products drew increasing numbers of fellaheen
into the industrial work force; however, many villagers 
continued cultivating their crops after factory hours and 
on weekends to supplement their incomes. 

By the 1960s, only about 10 percent of the commu-
nity was made up of peasants. Although the remaining fel-
laheen continued to plow their fields with draft animals, 
they also used some modern machinery such as crop 
sprayers and irrigation pumps. At the time of Fakhouri’s 
study, agricultural productivity was very high, and the fel-
laheen were able to harvest three or four crops a year. 
Wheat and corn were cultivated for domestic consump-
tion, primarily for making bread, and vegetables were 
grown for cash crops and home consumption. Cash crops 
became important enough that the Egyptian government 
built refrigerated bins to store the farmers’ seeds and cut-
tings for replanting. 

Industrialization brought to Kafr El-Elow new patterns 
of social mobility, an influx of migrants for urban labor, 
and rising incomes, which created new socioeconomic 
classes. These new classes demanded a variety of con-
sumer goods and services not familiar to the traditional 
population. Bicycles, wristwatches, radios, and electricity 
for households became increasingly common. Preferences 
for Western clothing, housing, entertainment, and other 
commodities contributed to the decline of traditional 
handicraft industries and the rise of new businesses. Six 
businesses existed in 1930; in 1966, Fakhouri counted 78. 

Middle Eastern Family, Marriage, 
and Gender 
An enormous amount of ethnographic research is avail-
able on family, marriage, and gender in Arab, Turkish, 
and Iranian societies. In all these societies, the ideal form 
of the family has been patrilineal, endogamous, polygy-
nous, and patriarchal. The primary sources for the ideals 
of the Muslim family are Islamic religious texts, principally 
the Qur’an and the Sharia. Cultural anthropologists have 
discovered, however, that the ideals of the Muslim fam-
ily do not always coincide

with the realities of social life in the Middle East and 
North Africa. 

In some parts of the Arab world, such as among the 
Palestinian communities, the term  hamula is used to re-
fer to an idealized descent group (a patrilineage or patri-
clan) that members view as a kinship group. The hamula
is associated with a patronym, the name of a particular 
male who is thought to be a paternal ancestor. In rural 
areas, the typical hamula is a clan that embraces vari-
ous patrilineages. The head of the clan is referred to as a 
sheik, a hereditary position. He resolves disputes and en-
courages cooperation among members of the clan. The 
hamula has always been a source of pride and loyalty in 
rural Arab communities. 

Despite the description of the hamula as a patrilin-
eal descent grouping associated with a particular patro-
nym, cultural anthropologists find that it is frequently 
a loosely structured group combining patrilineal, affi-
nal, matrilineal, and neighborhood relations (Eickelman 
1998). Nevertheless, under different circumstances, it 
may serve to coordinate economic, political, and cer-
emonial affairs. Research on urban and rural commu-
nities in Lebanon, Kuwait, and other Arab countries 
suggests that loyalty to the hamula remains a compo-
nent of social organization throughout the Muslim world 
(Al-Thakeb 1985; Eickelman 1998). 

The Family As in most other agricultural states, the 
extended family is the ideal in the Middle East. The tra-
ditional household espoused by Arabs, Turks, and Irani-
ans is made up of the patriarch, his wife, one or more 
married sons and their families, and unmarried daughters 
and sons. Yet, as in the case of the  hamula, these ide-
als are often not realized (Bates and Rassam 2000). Eco-
nomic and demographic conditions such as landlessness, 
poverty, and geographical mobility frequently influence 
the size and dimension of the Muslim family. 

As industrialization and consequent urbanization 
influence the Middle East, the nuclear family is becom-
ing the normative pattern. Survey research on the Muslim 
family from Egypt, Syria, Libya, Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, 

Bahrain, and Kuwait suggests that 
the nuclear family has become the 
predominant form in both rural 
and urban areas (Al-Thakeb 1981, 
1985). Variability in family type 
is often related to socioeconomic 
status. The ideal of the nuclear 
family appears to be most preva-
lent among the middle and upper 
classes, which are most influenced 
by globalization. Among the lower 
socioeconomic classes, especially 
families involved in agriculture, 

Traditional Egyptian peasants. 
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the extended family retains its importance. Yet, even 
when the nuclear family predominates, wider kinship rela-
tions, including the hamula, sometimes remain important 
(Al-Thakeb 1985; Eickelman 1998). 

Marriage Marriage is a fundamental obligation in the 
Islamic tradition. Unless financially or physically unable, 
every Muslim male and female are required to be mar-
ried. Marriage is regarded as a sacred contract between 
two families that legalizes sexual relations and the pro-
creation of children. In the Islamic tradition, there are 
no cultural beliefs or practices such as monasticism that 
sanction any form of life outside of marriage. 

Islamic societies are known for endorsing the mar-
riage practices of polygyny. Polygyny is mentioned once 
in the Qur’an (iv:3): 

Marry of the women, who seem good to you, two, three, 
or four, and if ye fear that ye cannot do justice [to so 
many] the one [only]. 

Although polygynous marriage is permitted and to 
some extent represents an ideal norm from the early reli-
gious tradition within the Qur’an in Muslim societies, an-
thropologists find that most marriages are monogamous. 
For example, fewer than 10 percent of married Kuwaiti 
males and about 1 percent of married Egyptian males 
are involved in polygynous marriages (Al-Thakeb 1985; 
Eickelman 1998). In Kafr El-Elow, Fakhouri (1972) found 
that only a few males had multiple wives. In questioning 
males involved in polygynous marriages, Fakhouri noted 
that the major rationales for taking a second wife were 
the first wife’s infertility or poor health and the desire of 
wealthy males to demonstrate their high status. 

Wealthy males in both urban and rural areas contract 
polygynous marriages. In the traditional pattern found 
in rural communities, a wealthy male from the landed 
elite contracts a parallel-cousin marriage and then takes 
a wife from another family (Bates and Rassam 2000). Po-
lygyny is also found among the new elite in some of the 
wealthy oil-producing countries. However, economic lim-
itations and the fact that the Islamic tradition prescribes 
equal justice for all wives encourage monogamous mar-
riages among the majority of Muslims. 

Arranged marriage based on parental decision making 
still predominates in most Islamic societies. Until recently, 
for example, Saudi Arabian males did not even view their 
wives until their wedding day. Some indicators suggest, 
however, that a degree of individual choice in marriage 
may become more prevalent. Anthropological research 
from Kuwait in the mid-1980s indicates that an individual’s 
freedom to select a spouse varies according to education, 
socioeconomic status, age, and sex (Al-Thakeb 1985). 
As both males and females become more educated 
and achieve greater economic independence from their 
parents, they enjoy greater freedom in mate selection, 
though typically in many communities, females have 
much less choice. 

Divorce Like polygyny, divorce in traditional Islamic so-
cieties was a male prerogative. To obtain a divorce, a male 
does not need much justification; Islamic law specifies sev-
eral means whereby a male can easily repudiate his wife. 
It also empowers a husband to reclaim his wife without 
her consent within a four-month period after the divorce. 
Traditionally, a Muslim wife did not have the same rights 
to obtain a divorce. A woman could, however, divorce her 
husband for reasons such as impotence, insanity, and lack 
of economic support—but to prove these accusations, she 
would need a very sympathetic judge (Esposito 1998). 

Cultural anthropologists find it difficult to general-
ize about divorce and marriage in the Muslim world. In 
countries such as Egypt, Turkey, and Morocco, which 
have greater exposure to outside global influences, 
divorce laws for women have become liberalized. These 
countries have educated middle classes that support 
reform. In conjunction with these Islamic reform move-
ments, along with the modification of divorce laws, 
some Muslim feminists have called for the abolition of 
polygyny. Certain countries—for example, Tunisia and 
Turkey—have prohibited this practice, and others have 
restricted it (Eickelman 1998). 

Gender The Western image of the Arab or Muslim 
woman is frequently that of a female hidden behind a veil 
and completely dominated by the demands of a patriar-
chal society. Early Western scholars painted a grim and 
unwholesome portrait of the female in the Muslim house-
hold. Cultural anthropologists find that this image obscures 
the complexity of gender relations in the Middle East. 

The patriarchal ideal and the status of the female in 
the Muslim world cannot be understood without refer-
ence to two views in the Islamic doctrine. First, accord-
ing to the Islamic tradition, before the origins of Islam, 
females were treated negatively. For example, in the pre-
Islamic period, the Bedouins regularly practiced female 
infanticide by burying the unwanted child in sand. The 
Qur’an explicitly forbids this practice. Thus, Islam was 
viewed as having had a progressive influence on the role 
of women. Second, Islam condemns all sexual immoral-
ity, prescribing severe penalties for adultery. The Qur’an 
enjoins both males and females to be chaste and modest. 

Islamic religious texts prescribe a specific set of sta-
tuses and corresponding roles for females to play in the 
Muslim family as daughter, sister, wife, and mother. Each of 
these statuses carries certain obligations, rights, privileges, 
and duties. These statuses are influenced by the patriar-
chal ideals of the Islamic texts. One passage of the Qur’an 
(iv:34) is often cited when referring to the role of women: 

Men are in charge of women, because God (Allah) 
hath made the one of them to excel the other, and 
because they spend of their property (for the support 
of women). So good women are the obedient. 

This passage provides the context for the develop-
ment of various laws that have influenced the status of 
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Muslim women. For example, traditionally a woman 
could inherit only a one-half share of her parents’ estate, 
whereas her brothers could inherit full shares. This law 
assumed that a woman is fully cared for by her family 
and that when she marries, her husband’s family will pro-
vide for her material needs. Thus, a Muslim woman does 
not need the full share of inheritance. 

Another traditional code in Islamic law illustrates the 
patriarchal attitudes toward women with respect to politi-
cal and legal issues. In legal cases, a woman is granted 
half the legal status of a man. For example, if a crime 
is committed, two women as opposed to one man are 
needed as legal witnesses for testimony. This legal equa-
tion of “two females equal one male” reflects the tradi-
tional Islamic image of women as less experienced and 
less capable than men in political and legal affairs. 

Ethnographic research since the 1970s has demon-
strated that male-female relations in these societies are 
far more complex than the religious texts might imply. 
By focusing exclusively on Islamic texts and laws, early 
researchers distorted and misunderstood actual practices 
and relations between males and females. Moreover, be-
fore the 1970s, much of the ethnographic research in 
Muslim societies was done by males, resulting in a skewed 
understanding of the position of women because male 
cultural anthropologists did not have the same access 
to female informants as did female cultural anthropolo-
gists. Eventually, female cultural anthropologists such as 
Lois Beck, Lila Abu Lughod, Soraya Altorki, and Elizabeth 
Fernea began to study the Muslim female world. 

Female cultural anthropologists discovered that the 
position of Muslim women cannot be categorized uni-
formly. One major reason for variation is the extent to 
which Islamic countries have been exposed to the West. 
Some, like Tunisia, Egypt, and Turkey, have adopted le-
gal reforms that have improved the status of women. For 
example, Egyptian women have had access to secondary 
education since the early 1900s and have had career oppor-
tunities in medicine, law, engineering, management, and 
government. The Egyptian constitution accords women full 

equality with men and—ideally—
prohibits sexual discrimination in 
career opportunities. Muslim fem-

inist movements 
dedicated to 

improving the status of women have emerged in those 
countries most affected by the West. 

In contrast to Egypt, religiously conservative Saudi 
Arabia has highly restrictive cultural norms regarding 
women. Saudi Arabia was not colonized and thus was 
more isolated, and the religious and political authori-
ties actively opposed Western values and culture within 
their society. The Saudi Arabian government, which has 
no constitution, has interpreted Islamic law to declare 
that any mingling of the sexes is morally wrong. Saudi 
women are segregated from men; they attend sepa-
rate schools and upon finishing their education can 
seek employment only in exclusively female institu-
tions such as women’s hospitals, schools, and banks. 
Saudi women are forbidden by law to drive cars, and 
when riding on public buses, they have to sit in special 
closed sections. All Saudi public buildings must have 
separate entrances and elevators for men and women 
(Altorki 1986; Badran 1998). 

Despite legal reforms and women’s access to edu-
cation in some Muslim societies, the notion that women 
are subordinate to men to some extent remains firmly 
entrenched. For example, in Egypt, a woman trained 
in law cannot become a judge or hold any position 
with legislative authority. Also, in Egypt, polygyny re-
mains legal, and men can obtain divorces with minimal 
justification. In many respects, the patriarchal family re-
mains the center of Islamic social organization. Hence, 
in some cases, attempts to reform women’s status have 
been perceived as heretical assaults on the Islamic fam-
ily and morality. Some of the recent Islamic revival 
movements have reactivated conservative, patriarchal 
cultural norms. 

The Veil and Seclusion To many Westerners, the 
patriarchal order of the Islamic societies is most conspicu-
ously symbolized by the veil and the other shapeless gar-
ments worn by Muslim women. As a female approaches 
puberty, she is supposed to be restricted and kept from 
contact with males. The veil is an outward manifestation 
of a long, extensive historical and cultural pattern (Beck 
and Keddie 1978; Fernea and Fernea 1979). The wear-
ing of the veil and the enforced seclusion of the Muslim 
woman are known as purdah. These practices reinforce 
a separation between the domestic, private sphere of 
women and the male-dominated public sphere. 

Veiling and  purdah tend to be associated with urban 
Muslim women. Most scholars believe that the tradition 
of veiling originated in urban areas among upper-class 
women prior to the emergence of Islamic religious de-
velopments (Beck and Keddie 1978). Traditionally, many 

peasant and Bedouin women in the Middle 
East and North Africa do not wear the veil 
and generally have more freedom to associate 
with men than do Muslim women who live in 

An Arab woman with child. 
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towns and cities. Many urban Muslim women report that 
the veil and accompanying garments offer practical protec-
tion from strangers and that when in public they would feel 
naked and self-conscious without these garments (Fernea 
and Fernea 1979). 

In countries such as Egypt, Turkey, and Iran that 
had formerly abandoned traditional dress codes, many 
educated middle-class women have opted to wear the 
veil and the all-enveloping garments. To some ex-
tent, this return to traditional dress reflects the revival 
movements now occurring throughout the Islamic 
world. For many Muslim women, returning to the veil 
is one way in which they can affirm their Islamic reli-
gious and cultural identity and make a political state-
ment of resistance to Western power and influence 
(Hanson 2004). 

Despite the gender segregation that exists within 
some Muslim communities, there are some anthropo-
logical studies that indicate that many young Muslim 
women are beginning to challenge these patterns. In 
one illuminating study in the Middle Eastern country of 
Jordan, anthropologist Laura Kaya discovers that young 
Muslim women find ways around gender segregation 
through Internet chat (2009). Kaya did ethnographic re-
search in the Internet cafés that were used by young Mus-
lim women and men to build romantic relationships. 
Despite the cultural norms against female and male 
direct interaction in the gender segregated world 
of Jordan, these young people often contacted one 
another in modest forms of romantic discourse through 
Internet chat. The Internet cafés were modern develop-
ments and young men and women who were strang-
ers often sit next to one another, something that would 
violate the cultural norms in other segregated settings. 
At times, the men would send the women in the same 
Internet café scanned photos of themselves or romantic 
e-cards. This might result in a meeting between a male 
and female who were not introduced by someone in their 
family, something that is prohibited by cultural norms. 
Kaya discovered that this form of Internet communica-
tion was a new mode of online dating that challenged the 
cultural norms of the Middle Eastern lifestyle. Although 
this new development of Internet café chatting opened 
up new opportunities for overcoming gender segrega-
tion, Kaya mentions that the women who were seen as 
active in these cafés were often stigmatized as having 
violated the honor of the family. Thus, the cultural norms 
that influence gender segregation are still very powerful 
in the context of Middle Eastern societies. 

Social Structure, Family, 
and Gender in India and South Asia 
In the aftermath of independence and the retreat of Western 
colonial authority in South Asia, cultural anthropologists be-
gan to explore the various societies of the region. Much of 
the early ethnographic research centered on rural communi-
ties of India, with cultural anthropologists such as McKim 

Marriott, Oscar Lewis, Milton Singer, and Alan Beals investi-
gating the caste system of the Indian rural communities. 

Origins of the Caste System The caste sys-
tem of India was briefly introduced in Chapter 11. First, 
the caste system is a continuing evolving system. It has 
changed with respect to its early origins, during the 
British colonial experience in India, and up until con-
temporary times. It is not an essential or static feature of 
Indian society (Mines 2009). Most scholars associate the 
origins of the caste system with the Aryan peoples who 
settled in northern India after 1500  B.C. Various social 
divisions in Aryan society developed into broad ideo-
logical categories known as varnas. The term  varna is 
associated with particular colors, although this did not 
entail a notion of skin color for different groups. At 
the top were the brahmans (priests), followed by the 
kshatriyas (warriors), the  vaisyas (merchants), and 
the sudras (commoners). This fourfold scheme provided 
the ideological cultural framework for organizing thousands 
of diverse groups. 

The most important aspect of social life in India 
is not the varna, but what is known by people who 
speak Hindi, the language of North India, as jatis
of which there are several thousand, hierarchically 
ranked. Jatis are based on one’s birth group or “kind” 
(Mines 2009). However, one’s  jati is also going to relate 
to marriage, economic, and ritual relations. Marriages 
are endogamous (marriage within a group) with re-
spect to jati; jatis are thus ranked endogamous descent 
groups. Although ideally, each jati was based upon a 
specific hereditary occupational group, in reality there 
were thousands of  jatis and only a small number of 
occupations (Mines 2009). Nevertheless, a person’s jati
places him or her within a fairly rigid form of social 
stratification. 

India is a country of tremendous variation from village 
to village and region to region. The caste system is very 
different from locale to locale (Mines 2009). Early cultural 
anthropologists found that jati relationships are intimately 
linked with what is known as the  jajmani economy of 
most rural Indian villages. The typical Indian rural village 
consists of many different service castes, with one caste 
dominating the village both economically and politically. 
Traditionally, it was believed that all these castes were 
interconnected through mutual and reciprocal economic 
exchanges within the jajmani economy. The dominant 
caste controlled the land and exchanged hereditary land-
use rights for other goods and services. For example, 
members of the dominant caste would have their hair cut 
and fingernails trimmed by a barber. Then, at harvest time, 
the barber would get a stipulated amount of grain from 
his client. In addition, the barber, carpenter, potter, and 
water carrier would exchange their goods and services 
with one another in a type of barter system. Every caste, 
even the lowest-ranking, had some access to housing, 
furniture, food, credit, and other goods and services 
through these exchanges (Quigley 1999). Also, when the 
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British colonized India, they did an extensive census and 
categorized various “caste” groups according to Western 
categories, and sometimes these misunderstandings have 
persisted until the present (Dirks 2001; Scupin 2011c; 
Mines 2009). 

More recent ethnographic studies have concluded 
that the jajmani system is collapsing because of glo-
balization beginning with British colonialism and the 
introduction of new consumer goods and technology 
into Indian villages. When people can use safety razors 
to shave, buy imported dishware and glasses, and use 
electric pumps to obtain water, many of the old occupa-
tions become superfluous. Consequently, many artisans 
and service workers leave their villages to market their 
skills elsewhere or, in many cases, to join the increasing 
number of unskilled migrants flooding the cities. 

Although the jajmani system is disappearing and 
the Indian government has outlawed the most repre-
hensible aspects of the caste system, such as “untouch-
ability” and discrimination, in its constitution, cultural 
anthropologists find that the caste system still persists 
(Scupin2011c;Hardgrove2006;Mines2009).Contemporary 
India has caste hotels, banks, hospitals, and co-ops. 
Caste organization continues to delineate political fac-
tions in India. Most elections are decided by caste vot-
ing blocs, and politicians must, therefore, appeal to 
caste allegiances for support. Thus, caste remains one of 
the most divisive factors facing the democratic process 
in India. 

Cultural anthropologists find that the caste system is 
reinforced to some extent by the worldview or religious 
beliefs of Hinduism. The doctrines of karma and rein-
carnation reinforce concepts of purity and pollution that 
correlate with caste hierarchy. An individual’s karma is 
believed to determine his or her status and ritual state. It 
is believed that individuals born into low castes are in-
herently polluted, whereas higher-caste individuals such 
as Brahmans are ritually pure. This state of purity or pol-
lution is permanent. 

The late French anthropologist Louis Dumont (1970) 
argued that from the Hindu viewpoint humans have to 
be ranked in a hierarchy; egalitarian relationships are 
inconceivable. Dumont asserted that in this worldview 
caste relations produce interdependency and reciproc-
ity through exchanges and ritual relationships. He con-
cluded that the cultural understandings of caste rules and 
of ritual purity and pollution have created a system of 
stratification based on widespread consensus. 

In contrast, other anthropologists influenced by more 
materialist orientations argue that Hindu beliefs about 
caste were primarily ideological justifications for a system 
that emerged from long-standing inequalities in which a 
dominant group accumulated most of the land and other 
resources. They deny that a consensus exists concerning 
the appropriateness of caste relationships, citing as evi-
dence the situation of the harijans (Children of God, a 
name given to them by Mahatma Gandhi to help alleviate 

discrimination against them), or untouchables, at the 
bottom of the caste hierarchy, who daily face discrimi-
nation and exploitation. Based upon their research in 
India, anthropologists Joan Mencher and Pauline Kolenda 
reported that the harijans resent, rather than accept, this 
treatment (Kolenda 1978; Mencher 1974). 

Other anthropologists have refined their analyses of 
caste relations by combining both material and cultural 
variables. For example, contemporary ethnographers such 
as Jonathan Parry, Christopher Fuller, Gloria Raheja, Declan 
Quigley, and Diane Mines have described the complex in-
terplay of material interests and cultural meanings of ex-
changes among castes in the jajmani system. They note 
how upper-caste Brahmans accept gifts and other material 
items from lower-caste members, but in this exchange, they 
ritually absorb the sins of the donors (Parry 1980; Raheja 
1988; Quigley 1999; Mines 2009). For example, Raheja em-
phasizes that in these jajmani exchanges the lower- and 
upper-caste groups become equal and that strict hierarchy 
is undermined. She found that the land-owning dominant 
caste were not just distributing grains and other foods with 
other castes, but also their “inauspiciousness” (their sins, 
faults, and impurities) to other castes such as the barbers, 
washermen, and Brahmans who were able to digest these 
sins and impurities and produce ritual purity. Thus, in 
many cases the caste exchanges are based on material fac-
tors and on the symbolic conceptions of Hinduism. 

As a result of globalization and improvements in 
education in India, many low caste “untouchables” have 
become educated and have been involved in political 
movements that resulted in affirmative action policies. 
There are quotas in the educational and other institu-
tions in Indian society in order to help improve the sta-
tus of the lower caste individuals. Many people in India 
have rejected the notion of caste and rank in Indian 
society, just as many in Americans have rejected racism. 
However, caste discrimination in India and racism in the 
U.S., as we will see in Chapter 16, are still enduring 
facts of life. 

Family and Marriage in South Asia The most 
typical form of family in South Asia is the extended fam-
ily, which consists of three generations: grandparents, 
parents, and children. It may also include brothers and 
their wives and children within the same household. The 
extended family is the ideal norm for South Asian ru-
ral villages because it provides a corporate structure for 
landowning, labor, and other functions. Cultural anthro-
pologists find, however, that families actually go through 
development cycles—an extended family at one point, a 
large extended family at another time, and a nuclear fam-
ily at still other times. But despite modernizing influences, 
the cultural ideal of the joint family persists, even in most 
urban areas (Maloney 1974; Tyler 1986; Hardgrove 2006). 

Parents arrange the marriages in South Asia. As noted, 
in northern India, people marry outside their patrilineage 
and village but inside their caste grouping. A married 
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woman must switch allegiance from her father’s descent 
group to that of her husband. After marriage, a woman 
moves into her husband’s joint family household and must 
adjust to the demands of her mother-in-law. Currently, 
anthropologists find that the idea of arranged marriage is 
often the center of debate among young people in India 
(Mines 2009). The emerging middle class of young pro-
fessionals involved in the booming Indian economy want 
more choice regarding their marriage partners, despite the 
fact that most marriages are still within one’s caste group. 

In Pakistan and Bangladesh, parallel-cousin mar-
riage is often preferred, and polygynous marriages, in 
accordance with Muslim practices, are sometimes found. 
However, again, a tremendously varied pattern is actually 
observed by anthropologists (Weiss 2006). 

The Dowry Another marital practice, found especially 
in northern India, is the dowry. The Indian bride brings 
to the marriage an amount of wealth that to some extent
represents her share of the household inheritance. Typi-
cally, the dowry includes clothing and jewelry that the 
bride retains for her personal property, household fur-
nishings, and prestige goods (Tambiah 1989). Upper-
caste families try to raise a large dowry payment as a sign 
of their elevated status. In these cases, the dowry creates 
alliances between elite families. 

Gender and Status in South Asia The status of 
women in South Asia varies from one cultural area to an-
other. In Pakistan and Bangladesh, which are influenced 
by the Islamic tradition, women are secluded accord-
ing to the prescriptions of purdah. Until recently, Hindu 
women of northern India were subject to similar norms. 
Today, however, many do not wear the veil and accom-
panying clothing, thereby distinguishing themselves from 
Muslims. Traditionally, in both Islamic and Hindu regions, 
a woman was expected to obey her father, her husband, 
and, eventually, her sons. Women ate after the men were 
finished and walked several paces behind them. 

Older women, particularly mothers-in-law, gained 
more respect and status in the family. In certain cases, 
older women became dominant figures in the extended 
family, controlling the household budget. As some urban 
South Asian women have become educated, they have be-
gun to resist the patriarchal tendencies of their societies. 
Some have even participated in emerging feminist political 
activities. As industrialization and urbanization continue, an 
increase in feminist activity would be expected. However, 
because about 80 percent of the population still resides in 
rural communities, patriarchal tendencies remain pervasive 
(Hardgrove 2006; Weiss 2006). 

Family and Gender in China 
Ethnographic research in China was severely restricted 
by the Chinese Communist government. During the 
1970s, the United States and China developed a more 

formal cooperative relationship, and China began to 
allow some cultural anthropologists to conduct research 
within its borders. In the 1970s, Norman Chance be-
came the first American cultural anthropologist allowed 
to conduct fieldwork in both rural and urban communes. 
His detailed ethnography of Half Moon Village in Red 
Flag Commune, near Beijing, offers important insights 
into the economic, social, political, and cultural devel-
opments of that period. Half Moon Village was one sec-
tor of the Red Flag Commune, which was one of the 
largest communes in China when it was formed in 1958. 
Red Flag occupied 62 square miles and contained 85,000 
inhabitants in 17,000 households, organized into produc-
tion brigades and work teams. The state owned the land 
and the sideline industries associated with the commune. 
The commune work force consisted of more than 40,000 
people, most of whom did agricultural work. Many of the 
commune’s crops were sent to Beijing markets, providing a 
steady income for the villagers. Approximately 15 percent of 
the labor force worked in the commune’s industrial sector. 

The Family, Marriage, and Kinship in Red Flag 
Commune Following the Chinese Revolution, the 
government initiated a campaign to eradicate the patriarchal 
nature of the Chinese family and clan. The Communist lead-
ership viewed the traditional family, clan, and male domi-
nance as remnants of precommunist “feudal” China, as well 
as major sources of inequality. The Chinese Communist 
Party passed legislation such as the marriage laws of 1950 
to destroy the traditional clan and extended-family ties and 
create more equal relationships between males and females. 
The marriage laws required free choice in marriage by both 
partners, guaranteed monogamy, and established a wom-
an’s right to work and obtain a divorce without losing her 
children (DeVoe 2006; Brownell and Wasserstrom 2002). 

Norman Chance’s (1984) research indicated, how-
ever, that despite government attempts to alter fam-
ily and kinship relations, Half Moon Village residents 
sought to maintain strong kinship ties for economic se-
curity. Chance discovered that many decisions concern-
ing access to various jobs in the commune were based 
on kinship relationships. To ensure kinship ties, families 
maneuvered around government officials and decisions. 
In addition, younger family members looked to their el-
ders for knowledge and advice. Chance found that within 
the family harmonious relationships were emphasized ac-
cording to the centuries-old Confucianist traditions. 

The role and the status of women have been strongly 
influenced by the ideals of the Chinese Communist Party 
leadership. Based on his study of Half Moon Village, 
Chance (1984) concluded that the status of women had 
improved under the Communist regime and that, in gen-
eral, the new marriage laws had disrupted the Confucian 
pattern of rigid patriarchy. Young girls were no longer 
married off or sold. Women were no longer confined to 
the home; rather, they were encouraged to work along 
with the men in agriculture and industry. 
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Chance noted some other changes in the status of 
women. He regularly observed young men taking care 
of their children and doing tasks such as cooking, chores 
that were previously performed only by women. In ad-
dition, women had assumed decision-making roles in 
certain areas, especially in respect to family planning—a 
high priority for the Chinese government after 1976. After 
China adopted the well-known one-child policy, the Com-
munist Party paid bonuses to families that had only one 
child (see Chapter 17). Families had to return the bonus to 
the government if they had a second child. Women were 
responsible for administering and monitoring this policy. 

Despite these changes, however, Chance found that 
some remnants of the older patriarchal norms were still 
evident. For example, peasant women engaged in agricul-
tural labor were unable to develop skills that would lead to 
better job opportunities in the factories and other sideline 
occupations of the commune. In contrast to men, women 
were restricted to unskilled jobs. In addition, women did 
not hold administrative positions on commune committees. 

Chance also found that women’s role in the family 
did not change dramatically. Typically, patrilocal resi-
dence rules prevailed at Half Moon Village. Chance noted 
that this often led to conflicts between the mother-in-law 
and daughter-in-law in the modern Chinese family, just as 
it had for centuries in the traditional Chinese family. In 
addition, despite the passage of the marriage laws, match-
making and arranged marriages remained the norm, and 
villagers strongly disapproved of divorce. Couples still 
preferred male over female children to perpetuate fam-
ily interests. Party officials frequently postponed efforts 
to alter these patriarchal patterns because such changes 
might cause stress and conflicts in the family unit. 

Following globalization trends and the decline and 
collapse of rigid Maoist policies in the People’s Repub-
lic of China since the 1980s, ethnographic research has 
found that an enormous change has influenced family 
and gender issues in this society (DeVoe 2006; Brownell and 
Wasserstrom 2002). Marriage rules are tending to become 
more flexible, based upon individual choice, rather than 
family arrangements, and women are becoming more 
independent and educated as they encounter the global 
economy, new technologies introduced by outsourcing 
(see Chapter 13), and the new global media, including the 
Internet, which are influencing cultural and social change 
(Appadurai 1996; Scupin 2006a). We shall return to this 
topic when we discuss the contemporary global trends in 
Chapter 17.

Ethnic Tensions 
Like most other societies, globalization has induced eth-
nic tensions have divided many Middle Eastern and Asian 
countries. Anthropologist Dale Eickelman notes how dif-
ficult it is to maintain a simplistic perspective on ethnicity 
when viewing the population known as the Kurds (1995). 
Kurdish ethnic identity is constructed and shifted to 

adjust to many different circumstances and conditions. The 
Kurdish minority crosses several international borders. 
About 20 percent (about 14 million) live in Turkey, 7 million 
live in Iran and 6 million in Iraq, and another 2 million live 
in Syria. Their Kurdish identity is constructed and treated 
differently within these various countries of the Middle East. 
In general, the Kurds view themselves as an oppressed 
ethnic minority in all the countries in which they live, and 
they have faced considerable persecution and discrimina-
tion by all of these countries. They have struggled within 
all these different countries to form an autonomous coun-
try called Kurdistan, but thus far they have not succeeded. 
Following the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, the Kurds found 
themselves no longer subject to the severe persecution and 
genocidal policies directed at them by Saddam Hussein; 
however, currently, they face hostility from the Sunni and 
Shi’a ethnic sectors of Iraqi society. These tensions may 
either impact negatively on civil unity and the stability 
of the government in Iraq or engender more ethnic and 
sectarian conflict. 

China and Ethnic Minorities 
The People’s Republic of China with over 1.3 billion people, 
includes approximately 104 million people (9.1 percent of 
the population) who are referred to as “national minorities.” 
These minorities are ethnically distinct from the Han major-
ity population, which make up 92 percent of the popula-
tion. These official national minorities consist of 55 groups, 
18 of which have more than one million members. China 
appeared to have “folk” concepts of group membership that 
were equivalent to the pseudo-scientific concept of “race” 
that was developed in European society in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries (see  Chapter  16). In China, these 
folk notions of race were related to family, blood relation-
ships, and descent.  From the earliest centuries of Chinese 
civilization, one’s social identity revolved around member-
ship within a particular family and patrilineal group or clan 
known as zu, a group of people who could demonstrate 
through written records or oral history that they were part of 
the same descent group. 

In China, the term  zu for patrilineage was eventu-
ally redefined as minzu, which integrated people ( min)
and descent ( zu) to refer to the people, “race,” or nation 
of China. In a broad sense, it means the whole Chinese 
nation, that is, zhonghuaminzu. Officially, it includes all 
people who live within China’s territory, which is com-
prised of fifty-six officially recognized minzus. In a nar-
row sense, minzu refers to a subgroup of the Chinese 
nation, for example, the Han, Mongols (Mengguzu), 
Tibetans (Zangzu), Muslims (Huizu), and so on. (Dikötter 
1992, 2008; Gladney 1991, 1998, 2004). 

One of the most ethnically complex areas of China 
is Yunnan province in the southwest region bordering 
Vietnam. In this area, there are twenty-five ethnic groups 
or minzu, many of whom have a different language and 
culture than the Han majority. Currently, the non-Han 
ethnic minorities in Yunnan account for about 34 percent 
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of its total population. These groups include the Yi, Bai, 
Hani, Zhuang, Dai (Tai), Miao (Hmong), Jingpo, Lisu, Hui 
(Muslim), Lahu, Va (Wa), Naxi, Yao, Zang (Tibetan), Bulang 
(Blang), Primi (Pumi), Nu, Achang, Deang, Jino (Jinuo), Shui, 
Man (Manchus), Menggu (Mongolian), Buyi, and Dulong. 
Anthropologist Susan Blum did an extensive ethnographic 
study of many of these different ethnic groups in Yunnan 
(2001). She focused on how the Han-majority classifies and 
treats the ethnic minorities of Yunnan and concludes that 
they are treated as ethnic inferiors (as the title of her study, 
Portraits of “Primitives” suggests). Although the Chinese au-
thorities have attempted to incorporate the different ethnic 
minorities in Yunnan as equal citizens as part of the Chinese 
nation and family, these minorities are considered backward 
and undeveloped in comparison with the Han majority pop-
ulation. At the same time, the Chinese government has been 
marketing the colorful costumes, music, and dance of these 
ethnic minorities in Yunnan as a cultural heritage area in 
order to increase its tourism to this region. 

Anthropologist Dru Gladney has been conducting 
ethnographic research on the Muslim minority in China 
illustrating how ethnic relations between the national mi-
norities and Han majority have evolved and persisted 
(1991, 1998, 2004). Altogether there are 10 Muslim ethnic 
nationalities or minzu: the Hui, Uyghur, Kazak, Dongxiang, 
Kirghiz, Salar, Tadjik, Uzbek, Baonan, and Tatar—consisting 
of over 20 million people. The earliest Muslim groups in 
China were descended from Arab, Persian, Central Asian, 
and Turkish peoples who migrated into China and settled 
in the northwest and southeast coastal regions. The Hui, 
who are the largest Muslim group, have a population of 
over 9 million people and are widely distributed throughout 
China. They did not have a separate language of their own, 
and spoke the language (mostly Chinese Mandarin) where 
they lived. The Hui reside in most of the counties and 
cities throughout China, including the large cities of Beijing 

and Shanghai. Unlike the other Muslim nationalities in 
China, the Hui speak the dialects of the other ethnic groups 
among whom they live, primarily the Han. Some of the 
Hui, however, reside in areas such as Tibet or Mongolia, 
where they speak the Tibetan or Mongolian language. 

The Uyghur Muslims of China are a Turkic ethnic 
group of about 8 million people most of whom reside 
in Xinjiang, a southwestern region of China. During the 
period 744–840 CE, the Uyghurs had a large extensive 
empire stretching across Central Asia extending from 
the Caspian Sea to the northeast area of Manchuria. The 
Uyghur maintain their own distinct language and cul-
ture and from the capital city of Ürümqi, have extensive 
contacts with the Middle East and other Islamic regions 
(Gladney 2004). Most recently, the Uyghurs have been 
involved in massive demonstrations against the Han 
majority government based in Beijing. They have been 
asserting their ethnic and religious identity and believe 
that they have been treated as an inferior group in 
China. In July 2009, there was a major Uyghur dem-
onstration against the Han-based Beijing government 
which resulted in almost 200 Uyghur deaths and thou-
sands of injuries. The Chinese government has charac-
terized these protests and demonstrations as part of a 
terrorist campaign and arrested over 1,000 Uyghur in 
order to repress this threat to its political control of this 
region. Thus, China continues to face a challenge within 
its borders from non-Han minorities. 

Another example of ethnic and political tensions in 
the People’s Republic of China has emerged since the 
1950s between its Maoist government and the region 
once known as Tibet. Tibet was a traditional region in the 
eastern Himalayan Mountains that had tributary and polit-
ical relationships with the government of China for many 
centuries. In Tibet, the indigenous people maintained a 
different religious tradition (Buddhism), language, and 

These women are from the Bai, an ethnic 
minority in Yunnan province in southern 
China.
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SUSAN BROWNELL: 
Ethnography and 
Sports in China 

S usan Brownell traces her in-
terest in China back to the 
stories told by her grand-

mother. Her grandmother’s father, 
Earl Leroy Brewer, was governor 
of Mississippi, as wel l  as a civ i l 
rights proponent and lawyer for the 
Mississippi Chinese Association in 
the 1910s and 1920s. Brownell’s 
love of anthropology began as an un-
dergraduate at the University of Vir-
ginia, where she took Victor Turner’s 
famous seminar, in which the partici-
pants reenacted different rituals from 
around the world. She wrote her fi rst 
paper on sports for Turner’s semi-
nar in 1981, and his ideas continued 
to inspire her over the years. She 
was also a nationally ranked track-
and-field athlete (in the pentathlon 
and heptathlon) from 1978 to 1990. 
She was a six-time collegiate All-
American while at Virginia and com-
peted in the 1980 and 1984 U.S. 
Olympic Trials. In 1980, she worked 
for six weeks as a stunt double for 
the feature fi lm  Personal Best, which 

depicted four years in the life of a 
young pentathlete played by Mariel 
Hemingway. 

After starting the Ph.D. program 
at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara, she decided to try to com-
bine her various interests in a dis-
sertation on Chinese sports. While 
at Beijing University in 1985–1986 
for a year of Chinese language stud-
ies, she joined the track team. She 
was chosen to represent Beijing in 
the 1986 Chinese National College 
Games, where she won a gold medal 
and set a national record in the hep-
tathlon, earning fame throughout 
China as “the American gir l  who 
won glory for Beijing.” She returned 
to China to study sport theory at the 
Beijing University of Physical Educa-
tion (1987–1988). She was awarded 
her Ph.D. in 1990. After teaching at 
Middlebury College, the University 
of Washington, and Yale University, 
she joined the Department of Anthro-
pology at the University of Missouri, 
St. Louis, in the fall of 1994. She be-
came department chair from 2002 to 
2009. 

Brownel l  drew on her  d i rect 
experience with Chinese athletics in 

Training the Body for China: Sports 
in the Moral Order of the People’s 
Republic (1995), an insightful look 
at the culture of sports and the body 
in China. This was the first book on 
Chinese sports based on fi eldwork in 
China by a Westerner. Brownell and 
Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom edited a vol-
ume entitled Chinese Femininities/Chi-
nese Masculinities: A Reader (2002). 
She is also the author of Beijing’s 
Games: What the Olympics Mean to 
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culture than did the Han majority in most of China. Tra-
ditionally, Tibet was ruled by the highest-ranking Tibetan 
Buddhist monk, known as the Dalai Lama, and one of 
five males in the region became a Buddhist monk. Fol-
lowing the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China, the Maoist government sent its military into Tibet 
during the 1950s to absorb this region. In 1959, the Dalai 
Lama, the fourteenth sacred ruling monk, and thousands 
of his followers fled Tibet and the Maoist regime, seek-
ing safety as political and religious refugees in the area of 
Dharmsala in north India. 

After Tibet’s absorption into China in the 1950s, 
the Maoist Red Guards were sent to destroy Buddhist 
temples, burn religious texts, and purge the “backward 
feudal theocratic regime and superstitious religious cul-
ture” of the region. The Maoist government recruited 
many Han people to move to Tibet (under the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, the area of Tibet is known as 

Xizang) to foster the cultural assimilation of this region 
into the mainstream culture of the Han. Many Tibet-
ans resisted this domination by the Han and were sup-
ported by the Dalai Lama’s worldwide campaign to 
help restore Tibetan culture, ethnicity, and religion. 
Over the years, recognizing the political difficulties in 
pushing China for independence for Tibet, the Dalai 
Lama has campaigned only for some cultural and re-
ligious autonomy for this region. However, in 2008, 
hundreds of Tibetan monks led a massive protest dem-
onstration in the capital city of Lhasa and other regions 
against the Han-based Beijing government. Some of the 
Tibetans attacked non-Tibetan ethnic groups including 
the Han majority. There were over a hundred casualties 
and thousands of arrested Tibetans. A number of an-
thropologists, including Melvyn Goldstein and Marcia 
Calkowski, have been doing ethnographic work in this 
region for many years and have been consulting with 
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China (2008) and editor of  The 1904 
Anthropology Days and Olympic 
Games: Race, Sport, and American 
Imperialism (2008), which won the 
2009 Anthology Award from the North 
American Society for Sport History. 

In the year leading up to and in-
cluding the 2008 Beij ing Olympic 
Games, Brownell was a Fulbright 
Senior Researcher affi liated with the 
Beijing Sport University. As one of 
the world’s few experts on Chinese 
sports with over two decades of en-
gagement with the Chinese sports 
world, she was in a position to act as 
a cultural bridge between China and 
the outside world. She provided in-
formation and advice on an informal 
basis to the Beijing Olympic Organiz-
ing Committee and the International 
Olympic Committee (IOC), and con-
tributed to a report that was submitted 
to the Chinese government about the 
feasibil ity of establishing “protest 
zones” during the Olympics. The 
zones were announced, but none of 
the applications to use them were 
approved. However, many regarded 
it as a positive step toward greater 
tolerance of public protests in China, 
and once the precedent was set, 

it was repeated for the 2010 Asian 
Games in Guangzhou. Brownell was 
added to the academic expert team 
that was working with the Beijing mu-
nicipal government on the “Olympic 
education” programs in the schools, 
and translated their final report into 
English. She gave interviews to 100 
journalists from over 20 countries, in-
cluding NPR, CNN, Jim Lehrer News 
Hour on PBS, BBC, Al Jazeera TV, 
The Wall Street Journal, AP, and oth-
ers, and during the Olympic Games 
was a guest expert for the preview 
program “17 Days” on China Central 
Television’s English-language interna-
tional channel. She wrote essays for 
the website of the U.S. Embassy in 
Beijing and for the offi cial magazine of 
the International Olympic Committee, 
The Olympic Review.

While many politicians, advocacy 
groups, and intellectuals criticized the 
IOC and governments for not fully ex-
ploiting the Olympic Games to pres-
sure China to improve its human rights 
record, Brownell argued that the pro-
cess of organizing the Olympics would 
intensify China’s engagement in the 
global community. She stated that it 
was necessary to view the Olympics 

from a social scientifi c point of view as 
part of a slow process that would play 
out over time, and would not satisfy the 
needs of politicians and journalists for 
headline-making, immediate results. 
The global media attention benefited 
China by creating greater openness 
to the outside world, and interjected 
more diversity into the Western-domi-
nated global culture by directing world 
attention toward Chinese culture. 

The Coordinating Bureau of the 
World Expo 2010 in Shanghai invited 
Brownell to be the only non-Chinese 
person to provide input into the draft-
ing of the “Shanghai Declaration,” an 
important document announced at 
the closing ceremony of the six-month 
exposition that summarized the vi-
sion of the future of globalization that 
had been expressed at the Expo. She 
spent May through August 2010 as a 
guest professor at Fudan University 
while also helping to promote cross-
cultural understanding at China’s sec-
ond “coming-out party” as a world 
power. 
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the governments there and elsewhere on the ethnic, re-
ligious, and political tensions between the Tibetans and 
China (Goldstein 1997; Calkowski 2008). 

As is obvious, in the Middle East and Asia many 
different ethnic and cultural traditions are colliding as 
a result of the process of globalization. This process is 
disrupting the traditional values and practices within the 
region, and in some cases, the overall reaction to this 
rapid process of change is to revert to a nostalgic past 
in which the traditional rural communities maintain the 
moral economy, the extended family, and other commu-
nal practices. However, this reaction to the process of 
rapid globalization has at times led to tensions among 
political, religious, and ethnic groups throughout these 
regions. Continuing ethnographic research is needed 
within these regions to help people understand each oth-
er’s traditions as one possible major step in helping to 
reduce these tensions. 

Islamic Revitalization 
One pervasive trend throughout the Muslim world since 
the 1970s has been Islamic fundamentalism. Contemporary 
fundamentalist movements have their roots in earlier reform-
ist movements that sought to combine Islam with Western 
values as a means of coping with colonialism and industrial-
ism. In countries such as Egypt, however, some members 
of fundamentalist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
rejected reform in favor of the total elimination of secular 
Western influences (Scupin 2008b; Sidky and Akers 2006; 
Starrett 1998). These movements encouraged the reestablish-
ment of an Islamic society based on the Qur’an and Sharia 
(Islamic law). Some groups sought to bring about these 
changes peacefully, whereas others believed that an Islamic 
state could be established only through violent revolution. 

Ethnographic studies have contributed to a better un-
derstanding of the sources of Islamic revival movements. 
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One critical factor was the 1967 Arab–Israeli War, which 
resulted in the crushing defeat of the Arab states and the 
loss of Arab territories to Israel. This event symbolized 
the economic and political weakness of the Islamic na-
tions and inspired many Muslims to turn to their faith as 
a source of communal bonds and political strength. 

Another significant factor was the oil boom. Many 
fundamentalists believed that by bestowing rich oil re-
serves on these societies, Allah was shifting power from 
the materialist and secular civilizations of the West to 
the Islamic world (Esposito 1998). The oil revenues of 
countries such as Libya, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait 
have been used to support fundamentalist movements 
throughout the Muslim world. 

Islamic Revolution in Iran 
Islamic revivalistic movements in the Middle East sur-
prised many Western social scientists. They assumed 
that with modernization and globalization these societies 
would become increasingly secularized and that the role 
of religion in economic, social, and political affairs would 
be reduced. Instead, most Muslim countries experienced 
Islamic movements that were linked to national, political, 
and economic issues. 

One of the regions of the Middle East most affected 
by Islamic fundamentalist tendencies has been Iran. 
Through ethnographic, historical, and comparative re-
search, anthropologists Mary Hegland, Michael Fischer, 
William Beeman, Henry Munson, and others have con-
tributed to an understanding of the Islamic revival in 
Iran. They cite a number of factors that converged to 
produce this revival. 

Iran is predominantly a Shi’a Islamic society. After 
the death of the prophet Muhammad, the Islamic com-
munity was divided into the Sunni and the Shi’a sects. In 
the sixteenth century, Shah Ismail of the Safavid dynasty 
proclaimed Shi’ism the official religion of Iran. From that 
time, many Shi’a migrated to Iran for protection from the 
dominant Sunni rulers elsewhere. Traditional Shi’a theol-
ogy does not distinguish between religion and politics; 
instead, based on the doctrine of the imamate, the Shi’a 
maintain that their religious leaders have both theological 
and political authority. The Shi’a clergy was organized 
into a religious hierarchy with a supreme Ayatollah (Sign 
of God), lesser Ayatollahs, and mullahs or local Islamic 
clergy at the mosque level. The clergy emphasize that 
Islamic beliefs and doctrine show no separation between 
religion and politics and that they ought to be the politi-
cal as well as the religious rulers in Iran. 

During the nineteenth century, the British and Russians 
were competing with one another in the so-called “Great 
Game” to control regions of the Middle East including Iran. 
The Iranian rulers, or shahs, offered a large number of con-
cessions to British and Russian bankers and private com-
panies and also attempted to modernize Iran’s military and 
educational systems along Western lines. These policies 

generated internal opposition. The newly educated classes, 
who had acquired Western ideals of democracy and repre-
sentative government, opposed the shahs’ absolute power. 
In addition, the Shi’a clergy opposed the shah’s political 
policies and secularization and Western education, which 
interfered with traditional education, which they controlled. 

In 1925, the Pahlavi dynasty came to power in Iran. 
Reza Shah Pahlavi viewed the Shi’a religious leaders as ob-
stacles to his plans for rapid modernization. He attempted 
to reduce their power by appropriating their lands, thus 
depriving them of income. Reza Shah decreed that secular 
laws would replace the Sharia laws and that women would 
no longer have to wear the veil. 

During World War II, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, sup-
ported by Russian and Western interests, replaced his father 
as ruler. The new shah continued the modernization and 
secularization policies of his father. By the 1960s, he had 
centralized all political authority in his hands. Many Western 
multinational corporations were attracted to Iran because of 
its vast oil reserves and growing gross national product. By 
the 1970s, about 43,000 Americans were living in Iran. The 
Iranian economy became increasingly dependent on West-
ern imported goods, while internally, aside from oil produc-
tion, few native industries were developed. 

In 1963, the shah announced the White Revolution, 
which included the commercialization of agriculture 
through land reforms and the expansion of capitalism. 
It also included public ownership of companies and vot-
ing rights for women. The land reforms disrupted the 
traditional peasant economy, creating a class of landless 
peasants, who flocked to Iranian cities in search of scarce 
opportunities. The White Revolution further mobilized 
the opposition of the religious clergy, who saw the plight 
of the peasants. The shah was perceived as a puppet of 
the United States (the Great Satan) and Western imperial-
ism. One of the major critics was the Ayatollah Khomeini, 
who was arrested and exiled in 1963. 

The shah’s policies alienated many other sectors of Ira-
nian society. To buttress his power, the shah—along with 
his secret police, the SAVAK—brutally crushed any op-
position to his regime. The Westernized middle class, the 
university students, the merchants in the bazaars, and 
the urban poor began to sympathize with any opposition to 
the shah’s regime. These groups allied themselves with the 
Shi’a clergy and heeded the clergy’s call for an Islamic revo-
lution. For fifteen years, Khomeini continued to attack the 
shah in pamphlets and taped sermons smuggled into Iran. 

Although united in their opposition to the shah, 
various segments of Iranian society viewed the Islamic 
revolution in different terms. The rural migrants who 
flooded into the Iranian cities steadfastly supported the 
Shi’a clergy. The Westernized middle class viewed 
the Shi’a revolution in terms of its own democratic aspi-
rations, believing that the religious leaders would play a 
secondary role in the actual administration of the Iranian 
state. Many university students had been influenced by 
the writings of Ali Shariati, who interpreted Shi’a Islam 
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as a form of liberation theology that would free their so-
ciety from foreign domination. These elements in Iranian 
society formed a coalition that encouraged the social and 
political revolution led by Khomeini and the religious 
clerics. A cycle of demonstrations, violent protests, and 
religious fervor led to the downfall of the shah, and in 
1979, Khomeini returned to Iran to lead the revolution. 

Ever since the overthrow of the shah, the religious cler-
ics have assumed nearly all of the important political posi-
tions. Khomeini announced the establishment of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, a theocratic state ruled by the Shi’a clergy, 
who used the mosques as the basic building blocks of polit-
ical power. All Iranians were forced to register at a mosque, 
which functioned as an amalgam of government office, 
place of worship, and local police force. A systematic cam-
paign was waged to purge Iranian society of its Western in-
fluences. Alcohol, gambling, prostitution, and pornography 
were strictly forbidden; women were required to wear head 
scarves, and those who refused were sent to “reeducation 
centers.” The Shi’a regime believed it had a religious duty 
to export its revolution to other areas of the Islamic world. 

Since the Islamic revolution, most eth-
nographic research has been forbidden in 
Iran, so collecting data on recent trends 
has been difficult. From press reports, it 
is clear that the revolution has radically 
changed the nature of Iranian society. 
The revolution was not only a politi-
cal revolution but also a total social and 
cultural transformation. Iran is, however, 
racked with internal conflicts among dif-
ferent classes, religious factions, and 
political groups. Economic problems ex-
acerbated by the reduction in oil prices and a ten-year war 
against Iraq led to infighting among radical militants, conser-
vative fundamentalists, and moderates. 

In May 1997, Mohammad Khatami, a moderate 
Muslim cleric, won Iran’s presidential election in a land-
slide victory over more conservative candidates. Khatami 
attracted a broad coalition of centrists, women, youth of 
both genders, and middle-class intellectuals to his cause. 
He is believed to be a direct descendant of the Prophet 
Muhammad, which helped him consolidate support. 
Although Khatami’s victory did not result in immediate 
changes in the country’s Islamic fundamentalist path, 
he tried to restrain the more conservative faction of the 
clergy that has ruled the country since 1979. 

Four years later, in 2001, Khatami again won a national 
election for president. The reform movement within Iran was 
trying to overcome the more conservative factions associated 
with the Islamic revolution. Although the conservative political 
factions retained the controlling political force in Iran, Khatami 
and the reformists inspired many of the young people, es-
pecially women; democratic media; and other elements. In-
creases in education and the transnational flow of information, 
people, and cultures accompanying globalization fostered the 
development of a more democratically oriented populace. 

However, the moderate reformers boycotted the Iranian 
election in 2004 because of the conservative opposition to 
criticisms of the government and a free press. This enabled 
the conservative clergy to obtain more control over the po-
litical economy in Iran, and a more conservative and na-
tionalistic Iranian, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, was elected. In 
2009, Iran had another election that was marked by major 
street demonstrations on the part of the moderate reform-
ers who wanted to develop more democratic policies. In 
addition to massive street demonstrations, the moderates 
utilized the Internet and Twitter to report on the govern-
ment suppression of their movement. Despite international 
criticism of irregularities in the election process, the conser-
vative Ahmadinejad was re-elected. 

It appears that in Iran, as in many Islamic countries to-
day, there is a severe political struggle between those who 
are more moderate and democratic in their orientation 
and those who are more conservative, fundamentalist, and 
anti-Western (Antoun 2001; Scupin 2008b). Recently, un-
der the control of the conservative fundamentalist clergy, 
high unemployment rates, double-digit inflation, govern-

ment control of industry, and the attempts 
to block any free trade and multinational 
enterprises in Iran have created enor-
mous economic problems for the coun-
try. Only time will tell whether Iran will 
be able to overcome factionalism and 
resolve its political and economic prob-
lems; however, these conflicts and de-
velopments may usher in more troubling 
concerns regarding the proliferation of 
nuclear weapons in the region. 

Islamic Revitalization in Afghanistan 
Another region in which Islamic revitalization is playing a 
profound role is in Afghanistan. Afghanistan has had a very 
troubled history. As we have seen, the British and Russians 
tried to colonize the area during the nineteenth century in 
the so-called Great Game between these powers. During 
the nineteenth century, with British support, Afghan lead-
ers such as Abdul Rahman attempted to modernize and 
unify its many ethnic groups by building roads and paci-
fying fractious tribes throughout the country. During the 
1920s and 1930s, with increased education, many Afghan 
intellectuals were exposed to ideas based on constitutional 
democracy and nationalism. Some of these leaders tried to 
institute democratic processes; however, economic devel-
opment programs were failing. Consequently, class-based 
Marxist movements began to emerge in Afghanistan, with 
the support of the Soviet Union. In 1973, a pro-Soviet 
Marxist leader staged a military coup and proclaimed him-
self president of the Republic of Afghanistan. Five years 
later, another military coup installed a communist govern-
ment with the patronage of the Soviet Union. 

The communist leadership and the Soviet Union un-
derestimated the strength of the Islamic traditions and 
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DAVID EDWARDS: 
Ethnography
in Afghanistan 

D avid Edwards became inter-
ested in Afghanistan before he 
ever thought about anthropol-

ogy. As a child growing up in the Mid-
west, he was captivated by stories of 
travel, especially those his grandmother 
would tell him. Edwards’s grandmother 
was widowed at a relatively young age 
and thereafter set off to see as much of 
the world as she could, often aboard in-
expensive freighters that took on a half-
dozen or so paying passengers. One of 
the stories she told her grandson was 
about watching camel caravans un-
loading their wares in the central bazaar 
in Kabul, Afghanistan. The story caught 
his imagination, and he was determined 
to make his way to Central Asia, which 
he managed to do right after graduating 
from Princeton University in 1975. 

After spending two years teach-
ing English in Afghanistan, Edwards 
went back to the United States with 
the idea of going to graduate school 
in a fi eld that would allow him to delve 
more fully into Afghan culture. Never 
having taken an anthropology course 
as an undergraduate, he stumbled on 
this fi eld as the right one for his inter-
ests when he read a book by Clifford 
Geertz. The book’s blend of elegant 
writing and insightful cultural analy-
sis captured for him a sense of what 
he hoped to accomplish in his own 
research and writing, and he began 

graduate school in that discipline in the 
fall of 1977. 

While he initially hoped and ex-
pected to return to Afghanistan to 
conduct fi eldwork in a small mountain 
village, Edwards had to change course 
after the Marxist revolution, which 
happened toward the end of his first 
year of graduate school. Thereafter, 
Edwards redirected his research pri-
marily toward studies of refugees and 
guerrilla movements, which became 
the focus of his fi eldwork, the fi rst stint 
of which took place in and around 
Peshawar, Pakistan, between 1982 
and 1984. Peshawar is right across the 
border from Afghanistan and was 
the headquarters for most of the Islamic 
political parties that worked to dislodge 
the Marxist regime in Afghanistan from 
power. Edwards’s research dealt mostly 
with the internal dynamics of these 
parties and their conduct of the war 
inside Afghanistan but also included 
an extended study of a camp of some 
30,000 Afghan refugees located on 
the outskirts of Peshawar. Subsequent 
fi eldtrips in 1986 and 1995 have taken 
him back to Pakistan and Afghanistan 
and have allowed him to follow Afghan 
political developments, including the 
takeover by the Taliban militia. 

The publications that resulted from 
his fi eld research have focused mostly 
on the evolution of Islamic political au-
thority in Afghanistan and the social 
transformations brought about by the 
Islamic political parties in their quest 
for power. These publications include 
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Heroes of the Age: Moral Fault Lines 
on the Afghan Frontier (1996) and 
Before Taliban: Genealogies of the 
Afghan Jihad (2002), both published 
by the University of California Press. In 
2006, Edwards released  Kabul Tran-
sit, a documentary fi lm he co-directed 
and produced that was shot in and 
around Kabul that has been screened 
at a number of fi lm festivals around the 
world. Edwards is currently writing a 
book on counterinsurgency in Afghani-
stan. In between sabbatical leaves 
and research trips to Afghanistan, he 
teaches anthropology at Williams Col-
lege in Williamstown, Massachusetts. 

multiethnic assertiveness of Afghanistan. The ethnic 
groups of Afghanistan include the Pashtuns (the largest 
group, with about 47 percent of the population), Tajiks, 
Uzbeks, Turkmen, Kirghiz, Hazara, Baluchis, and others. 
The Sunni Muslims constitute about 88 percent of the 
population and the Shi’a Muslims, about 12 percent (Du-
pree 1980; Shahrani and Canfield 1984; Sidky and Akers 
2006). These ethnic and religious coalitions began to resist 
the Soviet Union and the Marxist communist government. 
A nationwide Islamic struggle was launched, referred to 
as a jihad, or “holy struggle,” by a group of “holy war-
riors” called the Mujahidin (Edwards 2002). 

The Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979 to re-
press this Islamic resistance led by the exiled Mujahidin
parties based in Iran and Pakistan. Cold War politics be-
gan to influence this struggle against the Russians, with 
many Western governments offering financial and military 
assistance to the Mujahidin. Many Afghans were driven 
out of their country into neighboring Pakistan. However, 
with increasing internal weaknesses within the U.S.S.R. 
and the fierce resistance of the Mujahidin, the Soviets 
withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989. 

Following the withdrawal of the Soviet Union, ethnic 
differences and varying Islamic traditions and movements 
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presented obstacles to the unification of the Afghans. 
Local Islamic and ethnic factions that had developed during 
the Soviet occupation began to fight for power, resulting in 
years of warfare in Afghanistan during the 1980s and 1990s. 
The Western governments that patronized the  Mujahidin
during the Cold War withdrew support, fearing an Islamic 
revolution similar to the one in Iran. Consequently, the fac-
tional fighting among ethnic and religious groups resulted 
in political disorder and chaos in Afghanistan. 

One Islamic faction that emerged in Afghanistan in 
1994 was known as the Taliban. Anthropologists have 
described the social and religious background of the 
Taliban (Edwards 1998; Sidky and Akers 2006). The ma-
jority of the Taliban members are Afghan religious stu-
dents recruited from Islamic religious schools in Pakistan. 
(The term  Taliban refers to religious students.) The Tal-
iban served as a militia that scored a series of victories 
over other ethnic and religious factions and consolidated 
control over most of the regions in Afghanistan. 

The Taliban received a lot of international attention be-
cause of its stringent Islamic guidelines and norms. Afghan 
men were forbidden to trim their beards. Afghan women 
were strictly secluded from any contact with men, were not 
allowed to work outside of the home, and had to wear the 
traditional covering known as the burqa. Ethnographers em-
phasize that many members of the Taliban were socialized 
and trained in Pakistan, outside the confines of traditional 
ethnic and tribal affinities within Afghanistan. Therefore, 
young men from different backgrounds were able to unify 
an Islamic revitalization movement based on a sense of 
frustration over twenty years of conflict, factionalism, and 
political disorder. The Taliban received support from many 
Afghans despite its attempt to impose a purified Islamic cul-
ture on the country. However, the Taliban also received sup-
port from terrorist organizations such as Al Qaeda, which 
was headed by Osama Bin Laden, the Saudi multimillionaire 
who directed terrorist activities against the United States. 

In 2001, following the September 11 attack on the 
World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the U.S. military 
began a campaign to subvert the political control of the 
Taliban and root out Al Qaeda and other terrorists in 
Afghanistan. Most of the international community sup-
ported this effort to dethrone the Taliban and provide 
a more effective and humane political order in Afghani-
stan (Sidky and Akers 2006). However, even today, the 
Taliban has much support from different sectors of 
the rural and urban communities in Afghanistan that want 
more political order and stability within their regions. 

The elections in Afghanistan in November 2004 re-
sulted in a government led by Hamed Karzai. Karzai is a 
Pashtun leader who actively opposed the communist re-
gime in the 1980s and early 1990s. Although Karzai was 
initially supportive of the Taliban, he realized that its mem-
bers were working on the behalf of the interests of the 
radical Islamic fundamentalists. His father was murdered 
by the Taliban in 1999. By then, he had become an im-
portant figure and was selected as a provisional leader 
of Afghanistan by the Afghan leaders. Eventually, Karzai 

directed an opposition movement against the Taliban that 
was supported by the United States, Britain, and interna-
tional organizations (Canfield 2004). In 2010, the United 
States increased the number of troops in Afghanistan in 
order to provide some political stability for the Karzai re-
gime. Western analysts fear that Afghanistan could become 
a failed state that would be a haven for extremist elements 
like the Taliban and Al Qaeda to foment terrorist attacks. 

Islam Interpreted One conclusion resulting from 
the many ethnographic studies of Islam in the Middle East 
and Asia is that this religious tradition, like all religious 
traditions, can have different interpretations, depending on 
the context. The Islamic religion can be combined with 
diverse types of political activity. It can provide ideological 
support for revolutionary change, as the case of Iran sug-
gests, or it can help sustain a specific socioeconomic and 
political order, as in contemporary Saudi Arabia, where 
some 2,000 princes control the entire political economy 
and resources. Thus, political and religious leaders can use 
Islam to advance social justice, justify political oppression, 
or further the goals of one particular political group. An-
thropologists find that a one-dimensional understanding of 
Islamic culture or civilization based on a simplistic stereo-
type or image of a static culture or civilization does not 
help explain the rapid cultural changes and movements 
emerging in these Middle Eastern and Asian regions of the 
world. The Islamic religious tradition is not monolithic and 
has many different forms in different societies. Anthropol-
ogists are studying these trends all over the Islamic world. 

The Taliban asserted political control in Afghanistan beginning in 1994. 
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For example, cognitive anthropologist Scott Atran, who 
did extensive research in the Middle East, has been ana-
lyzing the recent phenomenon of suicide bombing in the 
Middle East (2003). Most explanations of these violent ex-
pressions of groups like Al Qaeda and the so-called Islamic 
culture rely on simplistic accounts of cultural norms, “evil” 
religious beliefs that reflect traditions in the Qur’an regarding 
the sacredness of martyrdom, or poor education or socio-
economic conditions. Atran’s analysis is based on a com-
prehensive, holistic account that draws on a multiplicity of 
factors, including the manipulation of kinship and group loy-
alty among young people, who are viewed as expendable 
by their political elites, as well as global economic, political, 

and military strategies perceived and interpreted as hostile to 
their religious and political interests. Atran calls on govern-
ments to fund more anthropological research on these topics 
to comprehend and understand these violent developments, 
as an addition to a global war on terrorism (see Chapter 1,
page 12). Many other anthropologists doing research in the 
Islamic world, such as Robert Hefner, Daniel Varisco, Steve 
Caton, Henry Munson, Mary Hegland, Lois Beck, John 
Bowen, and Dale Eickelman, have developed more nuanced 
understandings of the emergence of Islamic militancy and 
the struggle against it by many Muslims in these societies that 
cannot be summed up with a simplistic “clash of civiliza-
tions.” We shall return to this topic in  Chapter 17.

Summary 
As in Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, global-
ization has had dramatic consequences for the countries 
in the Middle East and Asia. These countries were either 
directly or indirectly affected by Western colonialism. 
Demographically, in the long run, all these countries ex-
perienced declining death rates brought about by Western 
colonialism, and populations began to increase rapidly 
because of economic circumstances and the maintenance 
of high birth rates. 

Economically, these societies were drawn into the 
global economy and were transformed by producing com-
modities that were demanded by the wealthier core societ-
ies. Patterns of landownership were reordered, and many 
peasants were producing for economic elites. Religious 
changes occurred; however, since most of the population 
in the Middle East and Asia was committed to the tradi-
tion of Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism, Christianity did not 
make significant inroads into these colonized areas. 

Western colonialism eventually gave way to politi-
cal movements based on nationalism, independence, and 
sometimes revolutionary tendencies. These movements 
represented anticolonial sentiments and resulted in many 
new countries in the Middle East and Asia. Countries such 
as India were led by charismatic leaders such as Mahatma 
Gandhi, who mobilized millions of people to develop a 
national identity and notions of self-determination. In 
China and Vietnam, revolutionary leaders such as Mao 
Zedong and Ho Chi Minh organized millions of peasants 
to bring about new social and political orders based on 
Marxist ideals mixed with indigenous cultural ideals. 

These countries were absorbed into the global econ-
omy at different levels, depending on the resources that 
were available in their regions. Some countries remain 
poor and underdeveloped because their economies are 
heavily dependent on the wealthy core countries. In the 
Middle East, some countries have tremendous oil resources 
that could be used to help develop their economies. De-
spite oil resources, these Middle Eastern countries still find 
themselves dependent on the wealthy, industrialized core 

nations. Many of the countries in both the Middle East and 
Asia face internal population problems and underdeveloped 
economic systems that tend to make them marginal to the 
global economy. Countries such as China and Vietnam tried 
to withdraw from the global economy through a commit-
ment to a socialist program. 

Ethnographers have conducted research on the peas-
antry, social structures, family life, and gender in these 
countries. The peasantry is rapidly changing in the Middle 
East and Asia, as globalization introduces the cash economy, 
new consumer goods, and other changes. The peasantry 
differs in various countries based on the people’s traditional 
relations and their new global relationships to the world 
market. Family structures and gender relations are illumi-
nated by ethnographers as they study patterns that develop 
in relationship to the emergence of new urban areas and 
the changes in rural areas. Each region has unique struc-
tures based on its cultural beliefs and practices. 

In the Middle East, the Islamic tradition and Arab cul-
tural practices influence the patterns of family life and gen-
der. However, ethnographers find a great deal of variation 
within these Islamic societies based on the contact they have 
had with Western countries. In addition, there are some ba-
sic misconceptions and stereotypes of the Islamic family, 
marriage, and gender practices that have been debunked 
through systematic ethnographic research. 

Ethnographers in Asia have focused on some of the 
traditional practices regarding family and gender that 
have remained despite globalization and revolutionary 
movements in countries such as China. However, global-
ization is having a transformative effect on family and 
gender throughout Asia. 

One of the consequences of globalization is the re-
surgence of Islamic movements in countries such as Iran 
and Afghanistan. Ethnographers have used their analyti-
cal skills to try to comprehend and explain Islamic re-
vitalization movements in these countries of the Middle 
East and Asia. This has become more important following 
the tragedy of 9/11 in the United States. 
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Questions to Think About 
 1.  Compare and contrast the Western impact on India 

and on China. 

 2.  How did demographic change occur as a result of 
globalization in the Middle East and Asia? 

 3.  How did globalization impinge on the traditional 
economies of the Middle East and Asia? 

 4.  How did religion change as a result of colonialism 
and Western influence in the Middle East and Asia? 

 5.  Compare the independence movement in India with 
the revolutionary movement in China. 

 6.  What are some of the differences between the oil-
producing and non-oil-producing countries of the 
Middle East? 

 7.  How has the peasantry changed as a result of global-
ization in the Middle East and Asia? 

 8.  What are some of the stereotypes of family, marriage, 
and gender practices in the Middle Eastern Islamic 
countries?

 9.  Discuss some of the problems of ethnicity in the 
Middle East and Asia that have been influenced by 
globalization.

 10.  What are some of the factors discovered by ethnog-
raphers that have influenced the Islamic revitalization 
movements in the Middle East and Asia? 

hamula
jajmani economy 

jatis
jihad

Mujahidin 

Key Terms 

For further information about topics covered in this 
chapter, go to MyAnthroLab at  www.myanthrolab.com 
and access the following readings in MyAnthroLibrary: 

 William O. Beeman, Martyrdom of Imam Hussein in Iranian Life. 
 Annette Busby, Kurds: A Culture Straddling National Borders. 

 Shanshan Du, Lahu of China. 
 William R. Jankowiak, Urban Mongols: Ethnicity in Communist 

China.
 Morton Klass, Is There Caste Outside of India?                                                             

Read the Original Source on myanthrolab.com

www.myanthrolab.com


Race and Ethnicity 

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 O

U
T

L
IN

E
 

Race, Racism, and 
Culture 
Ethnicity

Patterns of Ethnic Relations 
Ethnic Relations in the 
United States 

New Ethnic Challenges
for U.S. Society 
The Melting Pot: 
Assimilation or Pluralism? 

Multiculturalism in the 
United States 
Ethnonationalism



Chapter Questions 

� How did ancient societies classify people into 
different races? 

� How did racism develop in Western thought? 

� What are the basic criticisms of racism developed 
by anthropologists? 

� How is race socially constructed? 

� How do race and ethnicity differ? 

� How do the primordialist and circumstantialist 
perspectives on ethnicity differ? 

� What are the different patterns of ethnic relations 
described by anthropologists? 

� How have different ethnic groups adapted in 
U.S. society? 

� Why have ethnonationalist movements developed 
recently? 

used throughout human history as the basis and 
justification of racism, the belief that some races are 
superior to other races. Racism can often result in 
discrimination and hostile acts toward different peoples 
and societies (Fredrickson 2002). 

Ancient Classifi cation Systems 
Prior to the emergence of writing traditions in ancient 
civilizations, archaeologists found evidence of racist clas-
sification of peoples through depictions of people in 
artistic design and rock paintings in Europe and many 
other areas of the world (Jochim 1998). All the ancient 
agricultual societies with written texts, including Egypt, 
Israel, Greece, Rome, India, China, and the Islamic and 
European civilizations, used early racial classifications 
that were essentialist folk taxonomies, informal and un-
scientific classifications based on skin color and other 
cultural characteristics. As early as 3000 B.C., the ancient 
Egyptians divided all human populations into one of four 
categories: red for Egyptians, yellow for people to the 
east, white for people to the north, and black for Africans 
to the south. However, it is unclear whether the Egyp-
tians were using skin color as the basis of their classifi-
cations. Later, in the biblical book of Genesis, a similar 
classification scheme appears in a tale chronicling the 
distribution of the human population: 

And the sons of Noah that went forth from the ark 
were Shem, Ham and Japheth: . . . these are the 
three sons of Noah: and of them was the whole 
earth overspread. (Genesis 9:18–19) 

The descendants of Shem (the Semites) were the 
ancient Israelites. The descendants of Ham ventured to 
the south and the east, and the descendants of Japheth 
moved north. The word Ham originally meant “black” 
and referred to the black soil of the Nile River delta, 
but its meaning was eventually changed to describe 
the skin color of Ham’s descendants. According to the 
Bible, Ham had seen his father naked in a drunken sleep 
and was cursed and sent off to the south to become the 
father of the black people. At the end of Genesis, 
the descendants of Ham are condemned to be “servants 
of servants unto [their] brethren” (Genesis 9:25). Many 
Westerners subsequently cited this passage as the justifi-
cation for an entrenched system of racial discrimination 
(Leach 1988; Braude 1997; D. Davis 1997). 

By correlating physical characteristics with cultural 
differences, classification systems such as these assumed 
erroneously that populations that shared certain physi-
cal traits, especially skin color, also exhibited similar 
behaviors. These beliefs gave rise to many popular mis-
conceptions and generalizations concerning the values, 
traditions, and behaviors of different peoples. Based on 
contemporary scientific research on DNA, genetics, lin-
guistics, and prehistorical, historical, and anthropological 
data, there is no scientific evidence to substantiate the 
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Race, Racism, and Culture 

A
s we saw in Chapter 2, physical characteristics 
such as skin pigmentation, nose shape, and hair 
texture have prompted people throughout his-
tory to classify humans into different “races.” 

The word  race is a loaded term in part because people 
use the word differently in different contexts to mean dif-
ferent things (MacEachern 2011; Keita et al. 2004). It can 
be used in census data or in other areas to refer to certain 
styles of music, dance, or literature. Biologists may em-
ploy the term  race to refer to different species of plants 
and animals. 

The term  race appears to have been derived from 
the Latin root ratio, with a meaning similar to species 
or kind (of thing). However, as seen in  Chapter 2, at-
tempts to employ racial classifications for humans based 
upon “scientific criteria” have foundered because they 
were too rigid to account for the tremendous variation 
within different so-called races. The majority of anthro-
pologists today find dividing different populations into 
distinctive racial categories or classifications extremely 
problematic. Clearly, bounded, racially distinct popu-
lations are not found in the real world (MacEachern 
2011; Keita et al. 2004; Brown and Armelagos 2001). 
However, it cannot be denied that humans in both the 
past and the present have used various racial classifi-
cations to categorize people and develop stereotypes 
about the behavior and mental abilities of different 
“racial categories.” These categories have often been 
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claims of any of these biblical beliefs about the sons of 
Noah (Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza 1994; Brooks, 
Jackson, and Grinker 2004). 

Modern Racism in Western Thought 
Later, after the period of the 1500s in European society 
when explorers began to make contact with many peoples 
and cultures outside of Europe, various forms of “scientific 
racialism” began to replace earlier conceptions. As Europeans 
began to discover civilizations and cultures in the Americas, 
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, they associated the skin 
color of many of the people in these non-Western soci-
eties with certain forms of essences, behaviors, and men-
tal developments. Europeans measured these civilizations 
in comparison with their own and thus designated them 
as “savage” and “barbaric.” Because many of these people 
had a different skin color, Europeans began to assume that 
the level of these civilizations had something to do with the 
skin color, essence, or race of these populations and then 
to rank the peoples they discovered according to skin color 
differences, with nonwhite peoples at the bottom. Thus, 
colonizing their lands and using them as slaves could occur 
freely. It was assumed by the Europeans that these peoples 
were no better than animals and that they needed Europeans 
to help civilize them. 

For example, in 1758, in one of the earliest sci-
entific efforts to organize human variation into racial 
categories, the Swedish scientist Carolus Linnaeus con-
structed a taxonomy that divided Homo sapiens into 
four races based on skin color:  Homo sapiens euro-
paeus (white Europeans),  Homo sapiens americanus
(red North American Indians), Homo sapiens asiaticus
(yellow Asians), and Homo sapiens afer (black Africans). 
Yet his classification of humans was influenced by 
ancient and medieval theories and by various ideas 
about European superiority. For example, he classified 
American Indians with reddish skin as choleric, with 
a need to be regulated by customs. Africans with black 
skin were relaxed, indolent, negligent, and governed by 
caprice. In contrast, Europeans with white skin were 
described as gentle, acute, inventive, and governed by 
laws (Lieberman and Scupin 2011). 

In 1781, a German scientist, Johann Blumenbach, 
devised a racial classification system that is still some-
times used in popular, unscientific discussions of race. 
He divided humans into five distinct groups—Caucasoid, 
Mongoloid, Malay, Ethiopian, and Native American—
corresponding to the colors white, yellow, brown, black, 
and red, respectively. Blumenbach based his racial typol-
ogy primarily on skin color, as well as geography, but he 
considered other traits as well, including facial features, chin 
form, and hair color. Although Blumenbach emphasized 
the unity of all humanity, his typologies were modified 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to 
describe the three races of mankind—the Caucasoid, 
Mongoloid, and Negroid—that persist as a legacy of 

“folk” racist categories today (Lieberman and Scupin 
2011; Fluehr-Lobban 2006). These are the folk categories 
used today by Americans when they refer to “whites,” 
“Asians,” and “blacks.” 

In 1854 racist beliefs coalesced into a four-volume 
scientific treatise by the French aristocrat Joseph Arthur 
de Gobineau entitled Essai sur l’inégalité des races 
humaines (An Essay on the Inequality of the Human 
Races). In this work, Gobineau described the whole of 
human history as a struggle among the various “races” 
of humanity. He argued that each race had its own in-
tellectual capacity, either high or low, and that there 
were stronger and weaker races. Gobineau promoted 
the conquest of so-called weaker races by allegedly 
stronger ones. He opens the book with the statement 
that everything great, noble, and fruitful in the works 
of humanity springs from the Aryan family, the so-called 
super race. Gobineau argued that a single “super” race 
of Aryans had led to the development of the major 
civilizations of the world. He suggested that the Aryan 
super race spread out to create, first, the Hindu civiliza-
tion and then the Egyptian, Assyrian, Greek, Chinese, 
Roman, German, Mexican, and Peruvian civilizations 
(Montagu 1997; Banton 1998). Gobineau argued that 
these civilizations declined because of “racial mixing.” 
Following the biblical narrative about Noah’s sons, 
he argued that the members of the superior Aryan 
race were the white descendants of Japhet. The Aryans 
were superior to the sons of Shem, the Semites. The 
Hamites were the descendants of Ham, an inferior 
race of blacks residing in Africa. In many societies, 
including our own, these racist beliefs were used to 
rationalize slavery and the political oppression of 
minority groups. Such racist views justified the African 
slave trade, which provided labor for plantations in the 
Americas until the Civil War. In the 1930s, the Nazi racist 
ideology, based on the presumed superiority of a pure 
“Aryan race,” was used to justify the annihilation of mil-
lions of Jews and other “non-Aryan” peoples in Europe. 

Critiques of Scientifi c Racism 
Prior to the Holocaust in Germany, a number of scholars 
within the field of anthropology were subjecting these 
scientific racialistic beliefs to rigorous testing and eval-
uation. In the United States, anthropologist Franz Boas 
(1858–1943), who had migrated from Germany, led 
a concerted effort to assess these scientific racist ideas 
(Pierpont 2004; Degler 1991; Baker 2004). Boas and his 
students took precise assessments of the physical charac-
teristics of different populations, including cranial capac-
ity and brain size. His research began to challenge the 
scientific racist views, demonstrating conclusively that 
the brain sizes and cranial capacities of modern humans 
differ widely within all so-called races. This anthropological
research resulted in irrefutable findings that there were 
no “superior” or “inferior” races. Boas’s research also 
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confirmed that there were no direct links among race, 
brain size, cranial capacity, and intelligence levels. 

This pioneering work initiated a program of research 
among the four fields of anthropology, which has con-
tinued over the past century to challenge scientific racist 
beliefs wherever they appear. This research has demon-
strated time and time again that racist beliefs have no 
basis in fact. Human groups never fit into such neat 
categories. For example, many Jewish people living in 
Europe during the Holocaust possessed the same physi-
cal features as those associated with the so-called Aryans. 
The Nazi physical anthropologists who advocated Aryan 
racist ideology found it difficult to define precisely which 
physical characteristics supposedly distinguished one 
race from another (Schafft 1999). At present, a number 
of groups such as the Pioneer Fund persist in supporting 
research that purports to demonstrate scientifically that 
races differ in their brain size, mental abilities, and intel-
ligence. Anthropologists are actively criticizing these er-
roneous views with sound, scientifically based research 
(Lieberman 2001; Lieberman and Scupin 2011). 

Race and Intelligence 
Intelligence is the capacity to process and evaluate in-
formation for problem solving. It can be contrasted with 
knowledge—the storage and recall of learned informa-
tion. Heredity undoubtedly plays a role in intelligence; 
this is confirmed by the fact that the intelligence of ge-
netically related individuals (for example, parents and 
their biological children) displays the closest correlation. 
Yet other factors also come into play. In no area of study 
have the varying effects of genes, environment, and cul-
ture been more confused than in the interpretation of 
intelligence.

Most scientists agree that intelligence varies among 
individuals. Yet it has been difficult to measure intelli-
gence objectively because tests inevitably reflect the 
beliefs and values of a particular cultural group. Never-
theless, a number of devices have been developed to 
measure intelligence, the most prominent among them 
being the intelligence quotient (IQ) test, invented by 
French psychologist Alfred Binet in 1905. Binet’s test 
was brought to the United States and modified to be-
come the Stanford-Binet test. The inventors warned that 
the test was valid only when the children tested came 
from similar environments; yet the IQ test was used in 
the late nineteenth century at Ellis Island to weed out 
undesireables and “mentally deficient” peoples such as 
Italians, Poles, Jews, and other Europeans. These IQ tests 
are widely used today for tracking students in the U.S. 
educational system, sparking controversy among educa-
tors and social scientists alike. In a controversial book 
called The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in 
American Life (1994), Richard Herrnstein and Charles 
Murray argue that research supports the conclusion 
that race is related to intelligence. Utilizing a bell-curve 
statistical distribution, they place the IQ of people with 
European ancestry at 100. People of East Asian ancestry 
exceed that standard slightly, averaging 103; people of 
African descent fall below that standard, with an average 
IQ of 90. Their findings imply that IQ scores are related 
to genetic differences among races. 

A number of scientists have noted the faulty reason-
ing used by Herrnstein and Murray, as well as by oth-
ers who have attributed IQ differences between African 
Americans and European Americans to so-called racial 
groupings. If there truly were IQ score differences be-
tween African Americans and European Americans, then 
African Americans with more European ancestry ought 

Neo-Nazi groups promote hatred 
against minorities in the United 
States and elsewhere. 



352 Chapter 16 �  Race and Ethnicity

to have higher IQ scores than those with less European 
ancestry. However, in a major IQ study of hundreds of 
African Americans whose European ancestry was deter-
mined through blood testing, Scarr and Weinberg (1978) 
found no significant relationship between IQ scores and 
the degree of European admixture. 

In more recent studies of ethnic groups around the 
world, Thomas Sowell (1994, 1995) has demonstrated 
that most of the documented racial differences in intelli-
gence are due to environmental factors. Sowell tracked IQ 
scores in various racial and ethnic categories from early in 
the twentieth century. He found that, on average, immi-
grants to the United States from European nations such as 
Poland, Italy, and Greece, as well as from Asian countries 
including China and Japan, scored ten to fifteen points 
below longtime U.S. citizens. However, people in these 
same ethnic categories today—Asian Americans, Polish 
Americans, Italian Americans, and Greek Americans—
have IQ scores that are average or above average. Among 
Italian Americans, for example, average IQ rose by 
almost ten points in fifty years; among Polish and Chinese 
Americans, the rise was almost twenty points. It is obvious 
that as immigrants settled in the United States, their new 
cultural and environmental surroundings affected them in 
ways that improved their measured intelligence. 

Among African Americans, Sowell noted, north-
erners have historically scored about ten points higher 
than southerners on IQ tests. Moreover, the IQ scores of 
African Americans who migrated from the South to the 
North after 1940 rose in the same way as they did among 
immigrants from abroad. Other studies indicate that 
middle-class African Americans score higher on IQ tests 
than do lower-class white Americans. 

These test-score disparities indicate that cultural pat-
terns matter. African Americans are no less intelligent 
than other groups, but carrying a legacy of disadvantage, 
many contend with a cultural environment that discour-
ages self-confidence and achievement. Most anthropolog-
ical research on this topic indicates that when differences 
in socioeconomic status and other factors were con-
trolled for, the difference between African Americans and 
European Americans was insignificant (Molnar 2006). In 
Japan, a group of people known as the  burakumin (see 
Chapter 12), who exhibit no major physical differences 
between themselves and other Japanese people but who 
have been subject to prejudice and discrimination for 
centuries in their society, tend to score lower on IQ tests 
than other Japanese (Molnar 2006). This indicates the 
strong influence of socioeconomic factors in measuring 
IQ. Additional studies show that educational enrichment 
programs boost IQ scores (Molnar 2006). Much research 
has determined that IQ scores increase within every 
generation of every population by three to five points, 
indicating the profound influence of social and educa-
tional conditions on IQ scores. The other major criticism 
of Herrnstein, Murray, and like-minded theorists is that 
they reify “race” as if races were based on clear-cut and 

distinct genetic groups, ignoring the enormous variation 
within these so-called races (MacEachern 2011; Lieberman 
and Scupin 2011). 

Most psychologists agree that intelligence is not a 
readily definable characteristic like height or hair color. 
Psychologists view intelligence as a general capacity for 
“goal-directed adaptive behavior,” that is, behavior based 
on learning from experience, problem solving, and rea-
soning (Myers 2005). Though this definition of intelli-
gence would be acceptable to most social scientists, we 
now recognize that some people are talented in math-
ematics, others in writing, and still others in aesthetic 
pursuits such as music, art, and dance. Because abilities 
vary from individual to individual, psychologists such as 
Howard Gardner question the view of intelligence as 
a single factor in the human makeup. Based on cross-
cultural research, Gardner (2004) has concluded that in-
telligence does not constitute a single characteristic but 
rather amounts to a mix of many differing faculties. Ac-
cording to Gardner, each of us has distinct aptitudes for 
making music, for spatially analyzing the visual world, for 
mastering athletic skills, and for understanding ourselves 
and others—a type of social intelligence. Not surprisingly, 
Gardner concludes that no single test can possibly mea-
sure what he refers to as these “multiple intelligences.” 

The majority of psychologists and other scientists 
concur with Gardner’s findings that intelligence spans a 
wide and diverse range of cognitive processes and other 
capacities. The IQ test ranks people according to their 
performance of various cognitive tasks, especially those 
that relate to scholastic or academic problem solving. Yet 
it cannot predict how successfully a person will adapt to 
specific environmental situations or even handle a partic-
ular job. Throughout the world, people draw on various 
forms of intelligence to perform inventive and creative 
tasks, ranging from composing music to developing ef-
ficient hunting strategies. Before we call someone “intel-
ligent,” we have to know what qualities and abilities are 
important in that person’s environment. 

The Cultural and Social 
Signifi cance of Race 
Despite a century of anthropological research in genetics 
and DNA, physical measurements of crania, skin color, 
and other population data that demonstrate that “race” 
does not have any precise scientific validity, that term 
persists as a cultural and social construct to classify peo-
ple in the United States and other areas of the world. The 
U.S. folk model of race is derived from early European 
classifications of “whites,” “blacks,” and “Asians.” Other 
societies have similar folk classifications. For example, in 
Puerto Rico, an island colonized by the Spanish and later 
by the United States, racial classifications are used to 
categorize different people by skin color. Puerto Ricans 
use blanco to refer to whites,  prieto to refer to blacks, 
and trigueño to refer to tan-skinned people. In Brazil, 
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a complex racial classification uses different criteria to 
categorize people. Brazilians do not see or define races 
in the same way as people in the United States. An indi-
vidual categorized as “black” in the United States might 
be categorized as “white” in Brazil (Harris 1964). How-
ever, in Brazil, as well as most societies across the world, 
racial categories are still maintained as the basis of dis-
crimination and prejudice (Telles 2004; Kephart 2011; 
Scupin 2011a). 

Since the nineteenth century, the United States has 
had what has been termed the  hypodescent concept
of racial classification. This means that in cases of racial 
mixture the offspring have the race of the parent with the 
lower racial status. Because black Americans were con-
sidered to be of a lower racial status, a person is consid-
ered black if he or she has a black ancestor anywhere in 
the family history. This is known as the one-drop rule
of racial classification because it is based on the myth 
that one drop of “black blood” is sufficient to determine 
racial blackness. Thus, Americans with both white and 
black ancestry are usually classified as black and are of-
ten encouraged to identify as black in personal and social 
contexts. In contrast, a person is classified as white if he 
or she has no black ancestry anywhere in his or her fam-
ily history. This means that in order to be white, a person 
has to prove a negative, the absence of black ancestors. 

Other racial categories such as mulatto (one-half 
black and one-half white), quadroon (one-quarter black 
and three-quarters white), and octoroon (one-eighth 
black and seven-eighths white) were developed to go 
along with this one-drop rule. Until the 1950s, in Louisiana
it was illegal for a doctor to give a blood transfusion from 
a black person to a white person. Despite the fact that 
this notion of the one-drop rule is mythical and is based 
upon false notions of “racial essences,” these ideas still 
persist in some circles. 

In contrast to the one-drop rule, Native Americans 
are treated differently in the United States. Because they 
have entitlements based on treaties and legislation, the 
U.S. government has sometimes imposed  blood quanta
rules of at least 50 percent ancestry from a particular tribe 
in order to be classified as a Native American. This rule 
has created considerable confusion both legally and so-
cially for many Native American peoples. The one-drop 
and blood quanta rules emphasize that the mythical ideas 
of racial essences are deeply embedded within the folk 
culture of U.S. society. Anthropologists have long recog-
nized that although these folk conceptions of race are 
obviously based on arbitrary categories, they have a pro-
found social and cultural significance in many societies. 

Ethnicity
In Chapter 3, we discussed the concept of an ethnic 
group, which is a collectivity of people who believe they 
share a common history, culture, or ancestry. As is ev-
ident in the discussion above, one of the fundamental 

misconceptions in early Western perspectives on race 
and culture, and in later “scientific” racist views, was the 
confusion between “race” and “culture.” Purported racial 
characteristics, such as skin color or nose shape, were 
associated with particular “essences” that determined be-
havior and cultural attributes. These misunderstandings 
were also prevalent in the early usages of the word eth-
nicity. The Greek term  ethnos (derived from  ethnikos and 
heathenic) was used to refer to non-Greeks, or to other
peoples who shared some biological and cultural charac-
teristics and a common way of life. The Greeks tended to 
refer to non-Greeks as peripheral, foreign barbarians, or 
ethnea, and referred to themselves as civilized peoples, 
genos Hellenon (Hutchinson and Smith 1996). Later, the 
word ethnos, as used in the Greek New Testament, was 
associated with non-Jewish and non-Christian peoples 
and nations that were referred to as pagans, heathens, 
and idolaters (Simpson and Weiner 1989). Eventually, in 
various European languages, the terms  ethnic, ethnical, 
ethnicity, ethnique, and  ethnie corresponded to an as-
sociation with “race” (Simpson and Weiner 1989). Race, 
language, and religion were perceived as a fusion of 
physical and cultural traits by the Western scientists and 
anthropologists of the nineteenth century. 

However, as emphasized above and in earlier chap-
ters of this textbook, one of the basic findings of the re-
search of Franz Boas and later anthropologists is that the 
physical characteristics of a specific group of people are 
not associated with any particular behavior or culture or 
language. In other words, one’s language or culture is 
not inherited through biological transmission or genetics. 
Boas stressed that culture was far more involved in ex-
plaining how people in different ethnic groups behaved 
than any biological factors. One acquires his or her lan-
guage and culture through enculturation, by learning the 
language and various symbols, values, norms, and beliefs 
in the environment to which one is exposed. 

Since the 1960s, anthropologists and other social sci-
entists have generally used the term  ethnicity or  ethnic 
group to refer to an individual’s cultural heritage, which 
is separate from one’s physical characteristics, as indi-
cated in the definition at the beginning of this chapter. 
In the modern definition, we emphasize both the ob-
jective and the subjective aspects of ethnicity. The ob-
jective aspect of ethnicity is the observable culture and 
shared symbols of a particular group. It may involve a 
specific language or religious tradition that is maintained 
by the group, or it may involve particular clothing, hair-
styles, preferences in food, or other conspicuous char-
acteristics. The subjective aspect of ethnicity involves 
the internal beliefs of the people regarding their shared 
ancestry. They may believe that their ethnic group has 
a shared origin, family ancestry, or common homeland. 
In some cases, they may believe that people of their 
ethnicity have specific physical characteristics in com-
mon. This subjective aspect of ethnicity entails a “we-
feeling,” a sense of community or oneness within one’s 
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own in-group versus other out-groups. It does not mat-
ter whether these beliefs are historically or scientifically 
accurate, genuine, or fictional. This subjective identi-
fication of individuals with an ideology of an (at least 
imagined) shared history, unique past, and symbolic at-
tachment with a homeland is often the most important 
expression of ethnicity (Smith 1986, 2009). 

Thus, one’s ethnicity is not innately determined by 
biology or purported racial characteristics. Despite early 
classifications of the “European race” or the “English, 
German, French, and Polish races,” these differences 
among Europeans were based not on physical differ-
ences but on linguistic and cultural variations. Likewise, 
there is no “African race.” Rather, Africa is a continent 
where hundreds of different ethnic groups reside that 
vary from region to region. The descendants of African 
slaves residing in the United States have a very differ-
ent ethnicity than descendants of African slaves who live 
in the Caribbean islands. In Asia, the differences among 
the Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Thais, Indonesians, Viet-
namese, Cambodians, and Laotians are based not upon 
racial differences, but upon ethnic differences. Although 
there may be some minor genetic differences among 
these populations, they are slight and do not result in 
distinctive races (Keita et al. 2004). These ethnic groups 
have different languages, histories, and cultural traditions 
that create variations among them. Because ethnicity is 
based upon cultural characteristics, it is much more vari-
able, modifiable, and changeable—and as we shall see, 
more situational—than an identity based upon physical 
characteristics.

Anthropological Perspectives 
on Ethnicity 
The Primordialist Model Anthropologists have 
employed a number of different theoretical strategies to 
study ethnic groups and processes of ethnicity. One early 
model of ethnicity that developed in the 1960s is known 
as the primordialist model and is associated with anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz. Geertz attempted to describe 
how many Third World countries were trying to build na-
tions and integrate their political institutions based upon 
a “civil order”—a political system based on democratic 
representation processes, rather than traditional ties of 
kinship or religion. However, this new civil order clashed 
with older traditional or “primordial” aspects of kinship, 
race, ethnicity, language, and religion (Geertz 1963a). 

Geertz suggested that ethnic attachments based upon 
assumed kinship and other social ties and on religious 
traditions are deeply rooted within the individual through 
the enculturation process. He maintained that ethnic af-
filiation persists because it is fundamental to a person’s 
identity. In this view, as people are enculturated into a 
particular ethnic group, they form deep emotional attach-
ments to it. These emotional sentiments are sometimes 

evident through ethnic boundary markers, which 
distinguish one ethnic group from another. These eth-
nic boundary markers include religion, dress, language 
or dialect, and other visible symbols. But Geertz tended 
to focus on the intense internal aspects of ethnicity and 
the deep subjective “feeling of belonging” to a particu-
lar ethnic group. This is one of the strengths of the pri-
mordialist perspective on ethnicity. It emphasizes the 
meaning and significance that people invest in their eth-
nic attachments. Geertz emphasized how the “assumed 
givens” are subjective perceptions of attributes such as 
blood ties and ancestry, which may or may not coincide 
with the actual circumstances of one’s birth. Geertz went 
on to write that the primordial ties are experienced by 
the people of these new Third World nations and that 
despite the introduction of new forms of civil political 
institutions and ideologies, these ethnic attachments en-
dure and are at times obstacles as new nations attempt to 
integrate their societies based upon a new political civil 
order. He suggested that there is a basic conflict between 
the modern state and one’s personal identity based upon 
these primordial ties. 

Another proponent of the primordialist model is 
Joshua Fishman. In an essay entitled “Social Theory and 
Ethnography,” he writes: 

Ethnicity has always been experienced as a kinship 
phenomenon, a continuity within the self and within 
those who share an intergenerational link to com-
mon ancestors. Ethnicity is partly experienced as be-
ing “bone of their bone, flesh of their flesh, and blood 
of their blood.” The human body itself is viewed as 
an expression of ethnicity, and ethnicity is commonly 
felt to be in the blood, bones, and flesh. It is crucial 
that we recognize ethnicity as a tangible, living 
reality that makes every human a link in an eternal 
bond from generation to generation—from past 
ancestors to those in the future. Ethnicity is experi-
enced as a guarantor of eternity. (1980; 84) 

The Circumstantialist Model Another model of 
ethnicity began to surface within anthropology during 
the 1960s, based upon research on multiethnic societies. 
In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, anthropologist Fredrik 
Barth described a new approach to ethnicity (1969). In a 
number of case studies in this book, Barth noted the flu-
idity of ethnic relations in different types of multiethnic 
societies. Although ethnic groups maintain boundaries 
such as language to mark their identity, people may mod-
ify and shift their language and ethnic identity in different 
types of social interaction. He criticized a view of culture 
based on earlier anthropological research in small-scale 
societies that tended to treat ethnic groups as having dis-
crete, impermeable boundaries. Barth emphasized the in-
teraction between ethnic groups and how people identify 
with different elements of their own ethnicity and express 
or repress these elements and characteristics in different 
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circumstances for economic, political, or other practical 
reasons. This approach is sometimes referred to as the 
instrumentalist approach to ethnicity, but it has become 
known widely in anthropology as the circumstantialist 
model of ethnicity. 

In the circumstantialist approach, Barth emphasized 
how ethnic boundary markers such as language, cloth-
ing, and other cultural traits are not based on deeply 
rooted, enduring aspects of ethnicity. Ethnic boundar-
ies are continually being revised, negotiated, and rede-
fined according to the practical interests of actors. Ethnic 
boundaries are generated by the varying contexts and 
circumstances that influence a particular individual. For 
example, in the United States, people of German de-
scent may refer to themselves as German Americans to 
distinguish themselves from Irish Americans or Italian 
Americans. Should they happen to be among Europe-
ans, however, these same people might refer to them-
selves simply as Americans. The circumstantialist model 
explains how people draw on their ethnic identity for 
specific economic, social, and political purposes. People 
strategically use their ethnic affiliations to serve as 
the basis of collective political mobilization or to 
enhance their economic interests. Barth demonstrated 
how some people modify and change their ethnic 
identity when it is perceived to be advantageous for 
their own interests. They may emphasize the ethnic 
or racial identities of others or establish boundaries be-
tween themselves and others in order to define them-
selves differently and interact with others for political 
or economic purposes. Thus, in Barth’s view, ethnicity 
is not fixed and unchanging but instead fluid and con-
tingent as people strategically use, define, and redefine 
their ethnicity to respond to their immediate basic needs. 

Barth’s analysis of ethnicity illustrates how individu-
als within ethnic groups that adapt to specific types of 
economic and political circumstances in a multiethnic 
society may emphasize their shared identity as a means 
of enhancing cooperation with other members of the 
group. Throughout the world, individuals migrating to 
different areas often use ethnic ties as a means of so-
cial adjustment. Individuals may pursue political interests 
through ethnic allegiances. In numerous situations, peo-
ple may manipulate ethnic traditions and symbols to their 
advantage.

This circumstantialist view of ethnicity also asserts 
that ethnicity will be displayed to a different degree by 
various ethnic groups. Ethnic traits will vary from one 
historical time to another, and group identity may shift 
from one generation to another. Ethnic groups are not 
stable collective entities. They may appear and vanish 
within a generation or less than a generation. Ethnic 
groups will come into being during different historical 
periods. In order to discuss how these ethnic groups 
emerge, anthropologists use the term  ethnogenesis.
Ethnogenesis refers to the origins of an ethnic group. 
Ethnogenesis has taken place throughout the world in 

many different historical circumstances. For example, 
the English, Germans, French, and other major ethnic 
groups went through this process in Europe. They be-
gan to define themselves as distinctive ethnic groups, 
which is what is meant by ethnogenesis. Ethnogenesis 
is a continual, ongoing sociocultural and political pro-
cess that began in prehistory and continues today for 
many people. 

Over the years, most contemporary anthropologists 
have drawn from both the primordialist and the circum-
stantialist models to explain or interpret ethnicity. Both 
models have clarified the nuances of ethnic identity 
throughout the world. The primordialist model has been 
extremely useful in substantiating the persistence of eth-
nicity, whereas the circumstantialist model has helped 
demonstrate how ethnic identity can be altered and con-
structed in various economic and political conditions. 
Today, many contemporary anthropologists occupy a 
middle ground between these positions because they pay 
close attention to the detailed manner in which ethnicity 
may be both primordial and circumstantial. 

Anthropologists today investigate how societal condi-
tions may impinge upon how people define themselves 
ethnically. What are the ethnic categories that have endur-
ing meaningfulness and purpose for people, and under 
what circumstances are those categories asserted, negoti-
ated, reaffirmed, or repressed? Also, to what extent and 
to what ends are the elements of ethnicity “invented” 
and “imagined” by ethnic groups? Anthropologists have 
to provide a detailed understanding of the ethnogenesis 
of a particular ethnic group. How does an ethnic group 
come to construct a shared sense of identity? What are the 
particulars of this ethnic identity? Is most ethnicity tied to 
religion? Or is it based on common ancestors or shared 
myths of common history and territory? Furthermore, an-
thropologists find it necessary to understand the global 
and local economic and political dynamics and processes 
that affect ethnic relations in continually changing societ-
ies. Globalization, government policies, the labor market, 
urbanization, and other aspects of the political economy 
have a profound influence on how ethnicity is expressed 
in different societies. 

Patterns of Ethnic Relations 
Pluralism
In the book Pluralism in Africa, a number of anthropolo-
gists described a plural society as one where different 
groups are internally distinguished from each other by 
institutional and cultural differences (Kuper and Smith 
1969). Instead of one identical system of institutions 
shared within a society, a plural society consists of ethnic 
groups that differ in social organization, beliefs, norms, 
and ideals. Building on this framework, anthropologists 
have utilized the phrase cultural pluralism to describe 
how various ethnic groups maintain diverse cultures 
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within one society. The Amish in U.S. society exemplify 
cultural pluralism. 

Different forms of plural societies are based on the 
political order and legal institutions. In some forms of 
plural societies, ethnic groups not only are divided cul-
turally and structurally, but also are organized in highly 
unequal political relationships. Some plural societies 
evolved in ancient agricultural civilizations. However, 
various forms of plural societies developed in more re-
cent times under European colonialism in many parts of 
Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, the Middle East, 
and Asia, which will be discussed in later chapters. 
These plural societies had a European elite that ruled 
through control of the political economies and the legal 
institutions of these colonized regions. Typically, these 
types of plural societies resulted in divisive ethnic con-
flict and strained ethnic relationships. 

Other forms of plural societies are based upon 
more egalitarian relationships among ethnic groups. In 
these plural societies, the government protects the struc-
tural and cultural differences among the ethnic groups. 
Ethnic groups are formally recognized by the state and 
legal institutions in order to allocate political rights and 
economic opportunities proportionally. Each ethnic 
group has a great deal of political autonomy, and in 
theory, there is no politically dominant ethnic group. In 
Europe, Switzerland is often used as an example of a plural 
society, where different ethnic groups have distinctive 
cultures, but they also have parity or equality with each 
other. Switzerland consists of French, Italian, German, and 
Romansh ethnic groups, and they all have relatively similar 
political and economic opportunities. Another European 
country, Belgium, is also known as an egalitarian plural 
society, in which the population is divided into two ma-
jor ethnic groups: the Dutch-speaking Flemish and the 
French-speaking Walloons. In such plural societies, eth-
nic groups have the legal and political right to maintain 
their own languages, educational systems, and cultures. 
A balance of power is often reached among the different 
ethnic groups according to a political formula that grants 
each group a proportional representation of the multieth-
nic population. As expected, cultural pluralism endures 
and remains stable in these ethnically egalitarian societ-
ies, resulting in relatively amicable relationships. 

Many plural societies today fall between the inegali-
tarian and egalitarian forms. Following decolonization in 
most of the countries of Latin America, Africa, the Middle 
East, and Asia, the inegalitarian plural forms of society 
were dislodged. The European elites were replaced by 
indigenous elites in these postcolonial societies. How-
ever, as we saw in  Chapters  14 and  15, these societies 
remained pluralistic because they comprised many dif-
ferent ethnic groups. In some cases, the indigenous elites 
represented one particular ethnic group and perpetu-
ated a continuation of radically plural politics. In other 
situations, new indigenous-based governments devel-
oped policies to manage competition and rivalry among 

different ethnic groups. This resulted, under some condi-
tions, in another form and pattern of interethnic relations 
known as assimilation. 

Assimilation
Assimilation is a process of ethnic boundary reduction 
that may come about when two or more ethnic groups 
come into contact with each other. One or more ethnic 
groups adopt the culture, values, beliefs, and norms of 
another ethnic group. The process of assimilation results 
in similarity of culture and homogeneity among ethnic 
groups. As would be expected, assimilation occurs more 
easily when the physical and cultural characteristics of 
the different ethnic groups are more similar from the be-
ginnings of contact. Anthropologists have been engaged 
in research to determine whether these general factors 
are valid in different societal and cultural contexts. But in 
order to refine their research, anthropologists distinguish 
different forms of assimilation:  cultural assimilation and 
biological assimilation.

Cultural assimilation involves one ethnic group’s 
adoption of the culture traits, including language, reli-
gion, clothing style, diet, and other norms, values, and 
beliefs, of another group. Sometimes anthropologists use 
the term  acculturation to refer to the tendency of dis-
tinct cultural groups to borrow words, technology, cloth-
ing styles, foods, values, norms, and behaviors from each 
other. As groups came in contact with one another, they 
borrowed from each other’s cultures. Anthropologists, 
however, find that cultural assimilation or acculturation 
can be a very complex process for many ethnic groups. 
These processes may vary, depending on government 
policies and other societal conditions. For example, some 
cultural assimilation may be voluntary, wherein a par-
ticular ethnic group may choose to embrace the culture 
of another group. Many ethnic groups who immigrate 
into a particular society adopt the culture of the ethni-
cally dominant group to secure their political rights and 
economic prospects. In some societies, government and 
educational policies may encourage groups to assimilate 
the culture of the dominant ethnic group. During differ-
ent historical periods, the policies of many governments 
such as the United States, France, Mexico, Nigeria, Israel, 
and China have promoted cultural assimilation on a vol-
untary basis within their societies. 

Conversely, under some historical conditions, gov-
ernments may require nonvoluntary, or  forced cultural 
assimilation. This is where the government forces eth-
nic groups to take on the culture of the dominant ethnic 
group of the society. Anthropologists sometimes refer to 
forced cultural assimilation as ethnocide, which implies 
the killing of the culture of a particular ethnic group (see 
Chapter 13). Ethnocide demands that an ethnic group 
abandon its language, religion, or other cultural norms, 
values, and beliefs and adopt the culture of the dominant 
group. This process of ethnocide occurred in various 



Chapter 16 �  Race and Ethnicity 357

ancient agricultural civilizations such as Egypt, India, 
China, Rome, and the Aztecs. As these agricultural civi-
lizations expanded and conquered territories and other 
ethnic groups, at times they forced these other ethnic 
groups to assimilate and adopt the culture of the domi-
nant ethnic group. 

This pattern of induced ethnocide was also prevalent 
during more modern forms of colonialism. For example, 
as Europeans colonized areas of Latin America, and the 
Japanese colonized areas in Asia such as Taiwan, and 
the United States colonized the region of North America, 
indigenous peoples were often forced to assimilate. This 
type of forced assimilation is usually extremely difficult 
for individuals. They have to forsake their own language 
and cultural traits to become a part of a group with a 
different, often antagonistic, set of values and beliefs. As 
was seen in earlier chapters, forced cultural assimilation 
and ethnocide continue to influence many contemporary 
patterns of ethnic relations. 

Biological assimilation refers to the process of inter-
marriage and reproduction among different ethnic groups, 
resulting in the development of a new ethnic group. The 
process of biological assimilation has been taking place 
for thousands of years as different groups have been in-
termarrying and reproducing with each other. Usually, in-
termarriage among ethnic groups occurs after extensive 

interethnic contact, followed by a great deal of cultural 
and structural assimilation. Thus, ethnic boundaries have 
usually been extensively reduced, if not eliminated, when 
intermarriage takes place. The degree of biological assimi-
lation may range from a society where there are no longer 
any cultural and biological distinctions among the popula-
tion to a society where new forms of ethnicity have de-
veloped. Historically, in the United States, intermarriage 
among different European Americans (e.g., descendants 
of English, Irish, German, Italian, and Polish immigrants) 
has reduced most meaningful ethnic boundaries. On the 
other hand, as is seen in Chapter 14 on Latin America 
and the Caribbean, new forms of ethnicity emerged as 
intermarriage took place among Europeans, native popu-
lations, and African slaves. 

Ethnic Violence 
Anthropologists have identified three other patterns of 
ethnic interaction. One is segregation, or the physi-
cal and social separation of categories of people. Seg-
regation was the policy of many southern states in the 
United States during the period from the abolition of 
slavery until the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 
1960s. Jim Crow laws were developed, which resulted 
in the creation of separate facilities and institutions for 
African Americans and white Americans. There were 
segregated schools, restaurants, drinking fountains, re-
strooms, parks, neighborhoods, and other public areas. 
As discussed in Chapter 14, until recently, the South 
African government had similar laws to segregate the 
races and ethnic groups within its legal constitution un-
der apartheid.

Another pattern of ethnic interaction is  ethnic cleans-
ing, the attempt to remove an ethnic group from its lo-
cation and territory within a society. Recently, the Serbs 
attempted to bring about ethnic cleansing and remove 
ethnic groups such as the Bosnians from different re-
gions of Yugoslavia. In East Africa, former ruler Idi Amin 
expelled East Indian immigrants from Uganda for eco-
nomic and political reasons. Following the Vietnam War, 
in 1975, the Vietnamese government encouraged the mi-
gration of more than 1 million ethnic Chinese from the 
country. These people were abruptly eliminated as an 
ethnic minority, despite the fact that many had assimi-
lated into Vietnamese society. In the past, the U.S. gov-
ernment removed Native Americans from their territories, 
a process of ethnic cleansing that resulted in reservation 
life for these ethnic groups. 

The final pattern of ethnic interaction is known as 
genocide, the systematic attempt to kill and totally elimi-
nate a particular ethnic group. Genocide may overlap with 
ethnic cleansing. In the cases of both the U.S. government 
and Native Americans and the Serbs and Bosnians, removal 
policies were often combined with more deadly policies 
of genocide. When the British colonized Australia, native 
populations such as the Tasmanians were exterminated. 

Guatemalan Indian women wear particular types of clothing to 
exhibit their ethnic traditions. 
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There were 5,000 Tasmanians in 1800, but as a result of 
being attacked by the British, the last full-blooded Tasma-
nian died in 1876. In the settling of South Africa by the 
Dutch, indigenous populations such as the Hottentots were 
systematically killed off. In the twentieth century, the most 
horrific forms of genocide befell European Jews and other 
ethnic groups under Adolf Hitler’s reign of terror. The Nazi 
Party murdered about 6 million Jews and millions of other 
ethnic groups, including 6 million Poles and many European 
gypsies. In Cambodia, the communist ruler Pol Pot killed 
as many as 2 million people (one-fourth of the popula-
tion) in what have become known as the “killing fields.” 
Ethnic minorities, such as people with Chinese ancestry or 
Muslims, were favored targets in this genocidal campaign 
(Kiernan 1988). And as discussed in  Chapter 14, in 1994, 
in the country of Rwanda in Central Africa, the majority 
ethnic group (the Hutus) slaughtered some half a million eth-
nic Tutsis within a few weeks. Although genocidal policies 
have been condemned under moral standards recognized 
throughout the world, they have appeared time and again 
in human history. 

Ethnic Relations 
in the United States 
To illustrate the dynamics of ethnic relations, we focus 
on U.S. society. We begin with an overview of the early 
English settlers to America, or the so-called WASP ethnic 
group, which provided the basic cultural heritage for U.S. 
society. In addition, we examine the patterns of non-WASP 
immigration from Europe in the nineteenth century and 
the consequences of this immigration for U.S. society. 

WASP Dominance 
The European colonization of what was to become the 
United States begins with the so-called WASPs, or white 
Anglo-Saxon Protestants. The term  WASP has come to 
refer to the ethnic group with a particular cultural and 
institutional complex that dominated U.S. society for 
generations. The British settlers were able to overcome 
their rivals—the French, Spanish, and Dutch in colonial 
America—and were free to develop their own form of 
culture. With the exception of the Native Americans and 
enslaved African Americans, four out of five colonial set-
tlers in America were British Protestants. Smaller groups 
of settlers included Scots and Welsh, as well as Scotch-
Irish (Protestants from Northern Ireland), Dutch, Germans, 
and Scandinavians. Although Anglo-American leaders 
such as Benjamin Franklin expressed fears that these non-
English-speaking people with different cultures such as the 
Germans would take over Anglo-American culture, by 
the end of the seventeenth century these early non-Anglo 
settlers assimilated, culturally and structurally, becoming a 
part of the core WASP ethnic group that became dominant. 

WASP ethnicity became preeminent in the United 
States through the establishment of its language, symbols, 

and culture. The English language was the fundamental 
underpinning of the cultural legacy that was bestowed by 
the WASPs on American society. It became the accept-
able written and spoken language for the building of the 
nation-state and country, and it represented the standard 
for creating ethnic identity in colonial America. English 
was the institutional language of education, politics, and 
religion among the WASPs. From the early establishment 
of WASP culture, the expectation held that any subsequent 
ethnic groups that came to America would have to learn 
the English language. This was the first stage of what has 
sometimes been referred to as Anglo-conformity.

Along with the English language, the WASPs brought 
the basic economic, legal, and political institutional 
framework for U.S. society. One of the primary reasons 
for colonization of North America by the British settlers 
was to extract raw materials and to produce new mar-
kets for England. Commercial capitalism, including the 
right to own private property, was brought to America by 
the English settlers. The initiatives for taking land from 
Native Americans, for developing European forms of 
agriculture—including the importation of slaves—and for 
sending raw materials across the Atlantic were all aspects 
of the market-oriented capitalism that was transported 
from England to America. Following the American Revo-
lution, this market-oriented capitalism became the cor-
nerstone of the expansion of the Industrial Revolution in 
the United States. As the principal ethnic group engaged 
in the development of commercial capitalism and the 
Industrial Revolution, the WASPs were able to dominate 
the major economic capitalist institutions in U.S. society. 
At present, over 30 million people trace their descent to 
these English settlers (U.S. Census Bureau 2000, 2010). 

New Ethnic Challenges 
for U.S. Society 
The nineteenth century saw an enormous number of 
non-Anglos flowing in from other areas of the world that 
would begin to challenge the Anglo dominance of U.S. 
society. More than 30 million non-Anglo European immi-
grants came to the United States in the nineteenth century. 
Many were non-Protestants, maintaining either Catholic or 
Jewish religious traditions. In addition, especially with re-
spect to those ethnic groups from Southern and Eastern 
Europe, these people spoke different languages that were 
historically far removed from the English language. As 
we saw in our earlier discussion, many of these people 
were viewed as inferior, and there were exclusive immi-
gration policies to keep them out of the United States. 

German and Irish Americans 
During the seventeenth century, approximately 7 million 
people born in the area now known as Germany settled 
in North America. Currently, more Americans trace their 
ancestry to Germany than any other country. Although it 
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is difficult to assess these numbers precisely, some 46 to 
50 million Americans are descendants of Germans (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2000, 2010) out of approximately 308 mil-
lion people. Many of the German migrants entering the 
United States were urban-based people skilled in crafts, 
trades, or the professions. Some of these immigrants 
were German Jewish migrants who were adapting along 
with other Germans to the booming cities of New York, 
Cincinnati, St. Louis, Chicago, Pittsburgh, Milwaukee, 
Indianapolis, and Louisville. Located along waterways 
or railways, these were attractive sites for urban skills 
(Glazier 2011). Breweries, bakeries, distilleries, flour 
mills, tailor shops, print shops, surveying businesses, and 
plumbing stores were established by these immigrants. 
A number of well-educated immigrants who had fled 
Germany for political reasons became important politi-
cal activists and officials of the U.S. government. Thus, 
nineteenth-century German-American ethnic communi-
ties included both skilled and unskilled laborers (Scupin 
2011b). Because of their numbers and the occupational 
diversity of their population, German Americans could 
develop extremely self-sufficient communities. 

As the numbers of immigrants from Germany in-
creased, rather than assimilating quickly into American 
society, many attempted to retain their ethnic identity, 
including their language, culture, and religious tradi-
tions. Many of these German immigrants wanted to 
conserve their ethnic and nationalist identity within the 
United States. Aside from German-language schools and 
churches, they began to establish ethnically based or-
ganizations such as music societies, theater clubs, beer 
halls, lodges, and political clubs. Through these organi-
zations and institutions, as well as the private schools 
and churches in specific neighborhoods, various “Little 
Germanys” emerged in major cities such as St. Louis, 
Cincinnati, and Milwaukee. The endeavor to preserve 
German culture in the United States even led to a 
proposal to establish an exclusive German state in the 
Union (Cornell and Hartmann 1998). 

The major influx of Irish immigrants into the United 
States came during the nineteenth century. Today, some 
30 million persons in the United States trace their ances-
try to the Irish (U.S. Census Bureau 2000, 2010). As the 
Irish Catholics settled in the United States, they adapted 
within many different types of occupations, skilled and 
professional. But because many of the Irish arrived with 
little education and capital, they were forced to take the 
lowest-wage jobs in factories, mines, and mills, in 
the construction of railways and canals, and in other un-
skilled occupations. For example, large numbers of Irish 
workers were employed in the construction of the Erie 
Canal in New York State. Later, Irish labor was used to 
build the intercontinental railroad across the United States. 
Others worked in foundries, railway locomotive factories 
and repair shops, furniture factories, boat-building shops, 
breweries, and industries using unskilled labor. Many 
Irish women began to work as domestic servants for 

WASP households or in the textile mills and factories in 
eastern cities such as New York and Boston. 

As Irish and German immigration increased in the 
nineteenth century, xenophobic sentiments (fear of for-
eigners) helped usher in nativistic movements among 
WASPs. In particular, Roman Catholicism associated with 
the Irish was perceived to be untrustworthy. A political 
party known as the Know-Nothings developed. (They 
were known as Know-Nothings because party mem-
bers were instructed to divulge nothing about their po-
litical program and to say they knew nothing about it.) 
Much of the Know-Nothing Party activity was aimed 
at the Irish, who were unwelcome because they were 
Roman Catholic and, therefore, non-WASP. The Know-
Nothing program aimed to elect only WASPs to political 
office, to fight against Roman Catholicism, and to restrict 
citizenship and voting rights to immigrants who had re-
sided in the United States twenty-one years instead of 
the five years required by law. The Irish Catholics were 
perceived to be a “separate race” and were purported to 
have a distinctive biology that made them different from 
the WASPs. Members of the “Irish race” were perceived 
by the WASPs as undesirables who were immoral, un-
intelligent, uncouth, dirty, lazy, ignorant, temperamental, 
hostile, and addicted to alcohol. In cities such as Boston 
and New York, there were signs in storefronts, housing 
complexes, and factories saying “No Irish Need Apply” 
(Scupin 2011b). 

During World War I and World War II, extensive 
anti-German prejudice and discrimination emerged 
within American society. As a reaction to these anti-
German sentiments, rapid cultural assimilation began to 
dominate the German-American communities. For ex-
ample, German surnames and German business names 
were Anglicized. 

Italian and Polish Americans 
Many Southern and Eastern European ethnic groups—
Greeks, Italians, Serbians, Hungarians, Bulgarians, Rus-
sians, Ukrainians, and Poles—began to immigrate to the 
United States between 1880 and 1915. The United States 
was undergoing an unprecedented economic and in-
dustrial transformation that demanded large reserves of 
labor. Expansion in the garment industry, food process-
ing, mining, construction, and other manufacturing and 
service operations offered opportunities for people from 
Southern and Eastern Europe. Approximately two-thirds 
of the foreign-born population that came into the United 
States during this period was from these regions. 

Unlike the Northern European groups such as the 
Germans and Irish, these new immigrants had languages 
and cultures that were far and away much different from 
those of prior immigrants. Today, more than 15 million 
Americans trace their ancestry to Italy (U.S. Census Bureau 
2000, 2010). Many of the early Italian immigrants had 
come through a form of indentured labor known as the 
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padrone system. A padrone, or boss, would recruit 
laborers in Italy, pay for their passage to the United States, 
and arrange work for them, mostly in construction. Other 
Italian immigrants came through “chain-migration,” relying 
on kinship networks. As Roman Catholics, they used the 
church organizations and other voluntary mutual-aid 
societies to help them adapt to the new conditions in 
America. Because of these ties, eventually these immi-
grants began to perceive themselves as having a common 
identity as Italian Americans (Alba 1985). This new identity 
created the foundation for “Little Italys” in different urban 
areas such as New York, Boston, Chicago, and St. Louis. 

Like many others from Europe, people from Poland 
were pushed and pulled by economic, political, and 
religious factors that influenced their decision to immi-
grate to America. Polish peasants (together with some 
members of the Polish middle class and intelligentsia) 
began to seek a new way of life in the United States. 
Letters from relatives and friends in America advertised 
high wages and employment opportunities in America. 
In addition, class, political, and religious oppression 
from occupying ruling empires propelled Polish immi-
gration to America. Poles with sufficient funds could 
buy transatlantic tickets, whereas others depended on 
their relatives to provide kinship connections through 
the process of chain migration for their resettlement in 
America. 

Although about three of every ten migrants returned 
to Poland, today about 9 million Americans trace their 
ancestry to Poland (U.S. Census Bureau 2000, 2010). 
Many of the Polish immigrants were taken to coal-mining 
towns like Scranton, Wilkes-Barre, Windber, and Hazelton 
in Pennsylvania or to the steel manufacturing cities of 
Pittsburgh and Cleveland. Other midwestern cities, such 

as Toledo, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, St. Louis, Chicago, 
and Detroit, attracted Poles who were seeking work in 
the mills, slaughterhouses, foundries, refineries, and fac-
tories. In 1920, Chicago had 400,000 Poles; New York, 
200,000; Pittsburgh, 200,000; Buffalo, 100,000; Milwaukee, 
100,000; and Detroit, 100,000 (Greene 1980). In these 
towns and cities, Polish immigrants founded neighborhoods 
and communities known individually and collectively 
as Polonia (Latin for “Poland”). 

With the unprecedented immigration into the United 
States from Southern and Eastern Europe in the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, Italians and Poles were 
subjected to severe discrimination and prejudice by many 
Americans. As we saw before, nativistic movements, 
beliefs in the superiority of the Anglo-Saxons, and anti-
Catholicism were developing at this time. Like the Irish, 
the Italians and Poles were categorized by many WASPs 
as different “races” that were inferior intellectually and 
morally to the Anglo-Saxons. But this construction of an 
“Italian race” or a “Polish race” was even more severely 
restrictive than that applied to the Irish. An Anglo-Saxon-
based racialism, which was linked to “scientific racism” 
in the 1880s and 1890s, grew in the United States as a 
reaction to the immigration of Southern and Eastern 
European peoples. The “Italian race” and the “Polish 
race,” as well as other Southern and Eastern European 
“races” such as Jews, were classified as inferior in contrast 
to the Northern European “races.” 

As mentioned before, IQ tests and literacy tests were 
also given to these early Italian and Polish immigrants; as 
expected, these people scored lower than the “average” 
American. These IQ and literacy tests were used as purported 
scientific proof of these new immigrants’ inferior intellect 
(Kamin 1974). These racist beliefs were promoted by the 

An Italian American family. 



Chapter 16 �  Race and Ethnicity 361

media and other “scientific” works of the time. Anglo-
Saxon Americans were warned not to intermarry with 
Italians and Poles because it would cause the degenera-
tion of the “race.” The “Italian race” and the “Polish race” 
were identified with correlates of behavior such as being 
jealous, overly emotional, rough, mean, dirty, and lazy 
and with other negative characteristics. 

Despite the racial prejudice and discrimination they 
faced, the German-, Irish-, Italian-, and Polish-American 
communities were able to adjust to their circumstances 
through organized efforts in economic and political activi-
ties. They joined unions and organized political parties to 
cope with discrimination and prejudice, and the second 
and third generations of these non-Anglo immigrants began 
to assimilate culturally into U.S. society (Scupin 2011b). 

The Melting Pot: Assimilation 
or Pluralism? 
As we saw earlier, U.S. society was challenged dramati-
cally by the massive immigration of non-Anglo popu-
lations in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Questions were raised about whether German, Jewish, 
Irish, Italian, and Polish immigrants could really become 
“Americans.” Nativistic groups such as the Know-Nothings 
and the American Protective Association directed preju-
dice and discrimination at these immigrants. This prejudice 
against Catholicism and other ethnic traits, including lan-
guage and purported race, eventually resulted in restric-
tive immigration policies. During this same period, state 
and local authorities began to restrict the use of languages 
other than English in schools and to require all teachers 
to be U.S. citizens. Government policies promoted the 
use of the public school system to “Americanize” and 
assimilate the various non-Anglo immigrants. 

One of the popular manifestations of these policies 
of assimilation evolving in U.S. society was the concept of 
the “melting pot.” This became the popular symbol 
of ethnic interaction in the United States during the early 
twentieth century. The melting pot ideal implied that the 
new “American ethnicity” would represent only the best 
qualities and attributes of the different cultures contrib-
uting to U.S. society. It became a plea for toleration of 
the different immigrants as they poured into American 
society. It assumed that the American ideals of equality 
and opportunity for material improvement would auto-
matically transform foreigners into Americans. It also sug-
gested that the Anglo or WASP ethnicity was itself being 
transformed into a more comprehensive, global type of 
an American ethnic identity. 

Despite the tolerant tone, universal appeal, and 
openness of the metaphor of the melting pot, it still em-
phasized assimilation. The belief that immigrants must 
shed their European ethnic identity and adopt a “Yankee” 
ethnic identity was at the heart of this concept. The second
generation of Germans, Jews, Irish, Italians, and Poles 
thus tended to assimilate into the Anglo-American culture 

of the majority. Economic, social, and political benefits 
accrued to these “white ethnics” upon assimilation. To 
pursue the American Dream, the white ethnics assimi-
lated culturally and structurally into the fabric of Ameri-
can society. The metaphor of the melting pot appeared 
to have some validity, at least for most of these white 
ethnics. As older ethnic neighborhoods and communities 
declined, most white ethnics abandoned their traditional 
languages and their ethnic traditions in order to adapt 
to American society. For example, many Jewish celebri-
ties changed their names, including Tony Curtis (Bernie 
Schwartz), Doris Day (Doris Kapplehoff), and Kirk Douglas
(Issur Daneilovitch) (Glazier 2011). 

Along with this assimilationist trend in U.S. society, 
the crystallization of the race concept of “whiteness” 
was reinforced. Eventually, the people who came from 
Ireland, Germany, Italy, Poland, and other European 
countries became “white Caucasians,” in contrast to other 
ethnic minorities (Jacobson 1998). For many Americans, 
“whiteness” became a new socially constructed category 
of race that differentiated these Europeans from non-
Europeans in the United States. Native Americans, African 
Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Asian Americans 
were nonwhites and thereby were excluded from the 
institutional benefits and privileges of people with white 
identities. Although there were some who still referred 
to the Anglo-WASP racial category, the enlarged category 
of a “white identity” assigned to Europeans tended to 
become part of the racial consciousness of U.S. society. 

African Americans 
Although people of African descent have been involved 
in peopling and building civilization in the United States 
for as long as Europeans, there are various misrepresenta-
tions and stereotypes about African Americans that have 
been perpetuated by the media and held by many U.S. 
citizens. For example, contrary to these stereotypes, two-
thirds of African Americans are working class, middle 
class, and above and are not living in poverty conditions. 
Today, African Americans constitute about 13.5 percent of 
the population, or about 40.7 million people (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2000, 2008; S. Brown 2011). 

The majority of African Americans trace their ethnic 
history to the slave-trading activities that brought ap-
proximately 500,000 Africans to the United States begin-
ning in the seventeenth century. As discussed in Chapter 14,
millions more were brought to Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Slaves were chained together for the trip across 
the Atlantic Ocean, and many of them were killed by 
disease and filthy conditions aboard the European sailing 
ships. The first U.S. slaves were auctioned off in 1619 in 
Jamestown, Virginia. Slavery was the foundation of the 
plantation system. Slavery was used in both the north-
ern and the southern United States prior to the American 
Revolution due to labor shortages. In 1641, Massachusetts 
became the first colony to legalize slavery. The people 
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of West and Central Africa were experienced farmers, 
skilled at iron smelting, cattle herding, and textile manu-
facture, and thus were viewed as valuable “commodities” 
by plantation owners (S. Brown 2011). Slaves labored for 
the benefit of the white plantation owners, planting and 
harvesting their crops from daybreak to sunset and even 
longer. Slave families were often divided when these hu-
mans were bought and sold in public auctions. Despite 
this attack against the family unit, most slaves practiced 
marriage and attempted to maintain the family as much 
as possible (S. Brown 2011). The southern laws enabled 
owners to treat their slaves as property and to discipline 
them in any way they desired to produce obedience and 
productivity. Although some slaves managed to resist 
and rebel against their oppression, the military and politi-
cal power mustered by their owners denied the slaves to 
have any real control over their destinies. 

Anthropologist Melville Herskovits did extensive stud-
ies of African Americans in the United States. As a stu-
dent of Franz Boas, he debunked many racist notions that 
maintained that African Americans were an inferior race 
(S. Brown 2011). Herskovits had a deep knowledge of 
African cultures and societies and demonstrated that African 
Americans were neither inferior nor a people without a past. 
He and other anthropologists provided a foundation for 
understanding the unique and substantial contributions 
that African Americans have made to U.S. society. 

Not all African Americans were slaves. Some were 
“free blacks” who had earned their freedom by working in 
nonagricultural professions in the urban areas, primarily in 
the North. Many free blacks were descendants of runaway 
slaves or had purchased their freedom through their own 
labor. African Americans frequently managed to adapt to 
their condition in the United States by maintaining their 
own Christian churches, which became the center of so-
cial life in their communities. Thus, the culture of African 
Americans was forged in both slave and free conditions 
(S. Brown 2011). They developed their own unique music 
and gospel singing, which persists until the present, and 
they introduced many foods and agricultural and skilled 
techniques such as cattle herding that they brought from 
Africa. 

Postslavery and Segregation In 1865, following 
the Civil War, the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Con-
stitution outlawed slavery. The Fourteenth Amendment 
granted citizenship to all people born in the United States. 
The Fifteenth Amendment, ratified in 1870, stated that nei-
ther race nor previous condition of slavery should deprive 
anyone of the right to vote. Despite these amendments to 
the Constitution, African Americans found that obstacles 
were created to prevent them from becoming equal citizens 
under the law. In particular, southern states began to disen-
franchise blacks legally by passing state laws denying them 
access to equal education. Laws that segregated U.S. society 
into two “racial castes” were referred to as Jim Crow laws.

If African Americans resisted segregation laws that 
upheld separate schools, restaurants, drinking fountains, 

restrooms, parks, churches, and other institutions, they 
were beaten and sometimes lynched. Between 1882 and 
1927, almost 3,500 African Americans were lynched. South-
ern whites justified these lynchings as a form of social con-
trol. Organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan and the White 
Citizens Councils conducted lynchings, violence, and intim-
idation against African Americans (S. Brown 2011). Tired 
of suffering these deprivations in the southern areas, many 
African Americans began to move to northern cities for jobs 
in newly developing industries and other enterprises. How-
ever, even in northern cities, African Americans often found 
that prejudice and discrimination awaited them. 

The Civil Rights Movement Following World 
War II, many African-American males who had served 
in segregated divisions of the U.S. military recognized 
that they did not have the individual freedoms and equal 
opportunities for which they had fought. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, many African Americans, sometimes assisted 
by white Americans, began to participate in a massive 
civil rights movement for individual freedoms and equal 
opportunities, as idealized within the American Constitu-
tion. In southern towns and cities, African Americans be-
gan to organize what were called “sit-ins” in segregated 
restaurants, bus boycotts against segregated buses, and 
other protests led by leaders such as the Reverend Martin 
Luther King, Jr. The participants in the civil rights move-
ment often faced brutal violence, bombings of black 
churches, arrests, and intimidation. Some African-Ameri-
can leaders such as Malcolm X of the Nation of Islam 
and Eldridge Cleaver of the Black Panthers called for 
armed defense against police brutality and violence 
against their communities. As a result of the civil rights 
movement and other protests, the U.S. Congress passed 
a number of civil rights bills that provided for more indi-
vidual rights, equal opportunity, and the breakdown of 
the Jim Crow laws. 

African Americans Today Despite the consider-
able gains of African Americans following the civil rights 
movement, a disproportionate number of their communi-
ties are in poverty when compared to those of white U.S. 
citizens. During the 1980s, earnings declined for many 
African Americans as industries in the United States closed 
and factory jobs were lost (Wilson 1980, 1997). Thus, 
African-American unemployment, especially among 
young black teenagers, rose considerably. Although 
African Americans have made tremendous strides in 
educational achievement since the 1960s, black college 
graduates are still half of the average national rate of 
graduation in the United States. These factors have left 
many young African Americans in inner cities susceptible 
to crime, drug addiction, and other dysfunctional behav-
iors. Twenty-four and one-half percent of African Americans 
live in poverty (S. Brown 2011). The destiny of the African-
American community in the twenty-first century will inevi-
tably be influenced by a continued struggle for equality 
and individual rights and against racism. 
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Hispanic Americans 
The U.S. Census reported that the Hispanic/Latino 
population has had the largest demographic increase 
compared with any other ethnic group in the United 
States. The Hispanic/Latino population is approximately 
45.4. million people, or more than 15 percent of the U.S. 
population, making it larger than the African-American 
population (U.S. Census Bureau 2008). 

The terms  Hispanic and  Latino are umbrella terms 
that include many diverse people (Bigler 2011). They in-
clude descendants of Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, 
and smaller groups of Dominicans, Mayan Indians, Pe-
ruvians, and other Central and South American immi-
grants and their descendants. These Hispanics or Latinos 
comprise a cluster of distinct populations, each of which 
identifies with groups that are associated with different 
countries or regions of origin. Hispanics or Latinos do not 
constitute a particular “racial” group. Skin coloration, hair 
texture, facial features, and physical appearance vary con-
siderably among and within these different populations. 

Most of the U.S. Hispanic and Latino popula-
tion lives in the Southwest. Following the Mexican 
War (1846–1848), the U.S. government annexed the 
areas now known as California, Colorado, New Mexico, 
Nevada, Utah, Texas, and most of Arizona. This area was 
known as Aztlan (home of the original Aztecs) to the 
Mexican population and represented half of Mexican ter-
ritory. The influx of Anglos into these regions following 
the gold rush and the development of ranching, mining, 

and other activities rapidly made the Mexicans minorities 
within these new states of the United States. Although these 
Mexican minorities were promised equal rights if they 
chose to become American citizens, they were discrimi-
nated against by laws enacted by Anglo-dominated legisla-
tures (Takaki 1990a). They also faced assaults and lynchings 
similar to those faced by African Americans. Many Mexican 
Americans lost their lands and found themselves surrounded 
by Anglo-Americans who maintained racist and ethnocentric 
views about the superiority of their own race and culture. 

Eventually, as ranching and industrial development 
expanded in the Southwest, many Mexican nation-
als were encouraged to immigrate to these U.S. regions 
to work as low-wage labor. Mexicans were paid much 
lower wages than Anglos to work in the mines or to plant 
and harvest the various crops of the region. The industries 
and ranches became dependent on this Mexican labor, and 
people moved back and forth across the border very easily. 
The unstated policy of the U.S. ranchers and industrialists 
was to have the Mexicans fulfill the demands of the labor 
market, but to return to Mexico when the economy went 
sour. Thus, during the Great Depression of the 1930s, many 
Mexicans were rounded up and deported back to Mexico 
so that Euro-Americans could have their jobs. However, fol-
lowing World War II, Mexican labor was again in demand. 
This shortage resulted in what is known as the Bracero pro-
gram, which allowed the United States to import Mexican 
labor to meet the demands of the economy (Bigler 2011). 

Following the war, the U.S. government organized 
Operation Wetback, which captured and deported to 
Mexico some 3.8 million people who looked Mexican. 
This was done without any formal legal procedures. Yet, 
many U.S. ranchers and industrialists continued to en-
courage the movement of Mexican labor back and forth 
across the border. As a result of the  Bracero program 
and the importation of temporary workers, the Mexican-
American population, both legal and illegal, has contin-
ued to increase to the present. 

Puerto Rican Americans In contrast to Mexican 
Americans in the Southwest, New York City and the North-
east became the center for the Puerto Rican–American 
community. Puerto Rico came under U.S. control following 
the Spanish-American War of 1898. In 1917, Puerto Ricans 
became U.S. citizens, and as such, they were eligible to 
migrate to the United States without any restrictions. Fol-
lowing World War II, as industrial expansion increased, 
many Puerto Ricans were recruited and enticed to work 
in the low-wage sector vacated by Euro-Americans 
who were moving to the suburbs. Most of them settled in 
New York, and the people sometimes referred to them-
selves as “Nuyoricans,” many of whom reside in “Spanish 
Harlem.” They believed that they were going to participate 
in the American Dream of upward mobility. Manufacturing 
jobs and related industries, however, were declining in 
the 1970s and 1980s in New York and other regions. Like 
many African Americans, Puerto Rican Americans were 
caught in the industrial and urban decline of this period. 

An African American family. 
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Better-paying unionized manufacturing jobs were disap-
pearing, and this, combined with racism and discrimina-
tion, made it difficult for the Puerto Rican community to 
achieve the American Dream of upward mobility. 

Cuban Americans Prior to the Cuban Revolu-
tion in 1959 led by Fidel Castro, a number of Cubans 
had migrated to the United States for economic op-
portunities. However, following the revolution, some 
400,000 Cubans immigrated to the United States. The 
first wave of the Cubans after the revolution comprised 
middle- and upper-class families who were threatened 
by the Castro government. These people were highly 
educated professionals, government officials, and busi-
nesspeople who brought capital and skills with them 
to the United States. Most of them settled in Miami, 
Florida, and were extremely successful in their adjust-
ment to U.S. society. Many of them thought that they 
would return to Cuba to reestablish themselves after 
Castro was defeated (Bigler 2011). 

During the Cold War, these Cubans were welcomed 
by the U.S. government as political refugees fleeing a 
communist regime. A second wave of Cuban refugees 
came during the 1980s, when Castro allowed people to 
freely leave Cuba for the United States. About 10 percent 
of these refugees were ex-convicts and mental patients, 
and they have had a much more difficult time adapting 
to conditions in U.S. society. Overall, although many 
Cuban Americans speak both English and Spanish, they 
have maintained the Spanish language and Cuban culture 
within the boundaries of U.S. society. 

Hispanic Americans Today As indicated earlier, 
aside from the Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban 
Americans, many other individuals are included within 
the terms  Hispanic
and Latino. These 
H i s p a n i c /
Latino people 
were influ-
en ced  by 
the civil rights 
movemen t 

of the 1960s. Although African Americans were at the cen-
ter of the civil rights struggle, many Hispanic/Latino pop-
ulations became involved in what some called the “Brown 
Power Movement.” Civil rights activists such as Cesar 
Chavez, who led the United Farm Workers (UFW) struggle 
for Mexican-American workers, began to challenge the 
inherent racism, prejudice, and discrimination against 
Hispanic/Latino Americans. Some Mexican Americans 
began to call themselves “Chicanos” as a means of chal-
lenging the hyphenated-American ethnic policies of 
assimilation and the melting pot orientation of U.S. soci-
ety. Mexican-American activists began to refer to  Aztlan
as their original homeland. Puerto Rican–American politi-
cal activists also joined in many of the civil rights struggles 
against the assimilationist policies of the United States. 

Today, the three largest Hispanic/Latino populations 
are concentrated in the Southwest, Northeast, and in Mi-
ami, Florida. Four out of five Mexican Americans reside in 
the Southwest, one-third of Puerto Rican Americans live 
in New York City, and two-thirds of Cuban Americans 
live in the Miami area. But many others from the Dominican 
Republic, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, Colombia, and 
other areas of the Caribbean and Central and South America 
are arriving in U.S. cities. Many of these migrants are poor 
and unskilled and have taken low-wage jobs in the infor-
mal labor sector of the economy. Over one-quarter of all 
Hispanic/Latino Americans live below the poverty level, and 
the median family income of Hispanics is roughly half that 
of Euro-Americans (Bigler 2011). Thus, the Hispanic/Latino 
communities face challenges as they confront this twenty-
first century in the United States. 

Asian and Arab Americans 
Asian and Arab Americans represent highly diverse 
populations that arrived in the United States during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Asian Americans 
include people from China, Japan, Korea, the Philippines, 

Vietnam, India, Pakistan, and other countries. Arab 
Americans include people from Lebanon, 

Syria, Iraq, Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, and 
other Middle Eastern countries. The 
2008 U.S. Census reports that there 
are approximately 14.9 million Asian 
Americans and about 2 million Arab 

Americans in the United States 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2008). 

Chinese immigrants came 
during the mid-nineteenth-
century gold-rush economic 
boom in California. Many of 
the Chinese worked as “coolie 
labor,” building railways and 
taking other lower-status jobs 
shunned by whites. Japa-
nese immigrants followed in 

A Hispanic American family. 
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the 1880s and found jobs as agricultural laborers, first in 
Hawaii and then in California (Benson 2011). Nativist 
white Americans viewed the Chinese as “The Yellow Peril” 
and their immigration as a threat, resulting in mob vio-
lence against them. Eventually, the Chinese Exclusion Act 
was passed, the first federal law ever enacted solely on 
the basis of race or nationality. Although the numbers of 
Japanese immigrants were smaller and did not engender 
similar hostile legislation, in 1913 laws were passed in 
California restricting the amount of land that could be 
purchased by the Japanese. 

Japanese Americans faced their greatest challenge af-
ter December 7, 1941, when Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed laws that resulted 
in the internment of 110,000 Japanese Americans in mili-
tary detention camps. This relocation meant selling their 
homes, furniture, and businesses on very short notice, 
and much of their property was confiscated. They were 
placed in crowded and dirty military prisons surrounded 
by barbed wire and armed guards. Not one of the Japanese 
Americans had been accused of any disloyal act, and two-
thirds of the population were Nisei—U.S. citizens by birth. 
Very little action was taken against German or Italian 
citizens at this time. Thus, this legislation and its imple-
mentation were based partially on the racist views held 
by many white Americans. 

Koreans and Filipinos came to Hawaii to work on 
the sugar and pineapple plantations. Following World 
War II and the Korean War of the 1950s, Koreans came 
as wives of U.S. military personnel and as independent 
businesspeople. Because the Philippines were acquired 
as a colony by the United States following the Spanish–
American War of 1898, Filipinos were not subject to the 

same discriminatory anti-immigrant laws faced by Chi-
nese and Japanese populations. Thus, many Filipinos 
came to work in the agricultural fields in California and 
other West Coast states. Despite the lack of discrimina-
tory legislation, a number of race riots directed at Filipi-
nos broke out during the Great Depression of the 1920s 
and 1930s. Several states also passed legislation against 
Filipino-white intermarriages (Benson 2011). 

South Asians from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh 
migrated to the United States during the twentieth century. 
In the early 1900s, Punjabi Sikhs migrated to northern 
and central California to work as agricultural labor-
ers. Anthropologist Karen Leonard studied these Sikh 
migrants and found that many Sikh men intermarried 
with Mexican-American women (1997). It was next to 
impossible to get a white justice of the peace to rec-
ognize a Sikh and white marriage. The first generation 
of children of these Sikh–Mexican-American marriages 
learned Spanish and identified with their mother’s cul-
tural heritage. In the second generation, however, many 
of these children are beginning to identify with their 
father’s Sikh traditions. 

Following passage of the Immigration and Nation-
ality Act of 1965, which opened the doors for Asian 
immigration, Chinese, Korean, Filipino, Vietnamese 
(after 1975, following the Vietnam War), and South 
Asian and Southeast Asian peoples arrived on U.S. 
shores. Aside from the Vietnamese, who came as po-
litical refugees, these Asian immigrants were seeking 
opportunities in the booming U.S. economy. Some 
were working-class people who did not know English 
and encountered problems in adjusting to their new 
homes. Others were highly skilled professionals or 

An Asian American family. 
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Cultural Pluralism 
Beginning in the late 1950s and 1960s, the melting pot 
metaphor was challenged by many non-European ethnic 
groups. African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Native 
Americans, Asian Americans, and other non-European 
ethnic groups demanded equal rights and opportunities 
for their respective communities. Non-European eth-
nic groups asserted that because of their skin color and 
other cultural elements, they were not as “meltable” as 
European ethnic groups. Some civil rights leaders, such 
as Martin Luther King, Jr., rejected the assimilationist poli-
cies of U.S. society and called for a plural society, where 
different ethnic groups could retain their culture and her-
itage, but have equal rights and opportunities like other 
Americans.

The demand for cultural pluralism became a dominant 
trend in ethnic relations in the 1960s in U.S. society. Vari-
ous non-European ethnic groups emphasized a pride in 
their own unique history, experience, and culture. “Black 
Power” among African Americans, “Brown Power” among 
Hispanic Americans, and “Red Power” among Native Amer-
icans became the rallying anthems for cultural pluralism in 
America. Rather than emphasizing the melting pot as an 
ideal, non-European groups suggested that America should 
be a “salad bowl” or, better yet, a “stir fry,” which implied 
that everyone could maintain his or her distinctive culture 
and ethnicity and still contribute to American society. 

Multiculturalism
in the United States 
In the 1950s during the Cold War, the United States 

opened its doors for political refugees from com-
munist countries such as Hungary and Cuba. 
Later, in 1965, during the civil rights movement 
and amidst demands for more cultural plural-
ism in the United States, a new immigration 
law opened the doors again for immigration 

into the United States from different areas 
of the world. Since that time, there has 

been a significant growth in the 
population of peoples of non-

European ancestry. A decline 
in the birth rate of the ma-
jority white population of 
European descent, cou-
pled with new trends in 
immigration and higher 
birth rates of ethnic mi-
norities, is changing the 
ethnic landscape of U.S. 
society.

An Arab American family. 

independent businesspeople who were very success-
ful in their adaptation to the U.S. way of life. Because 
of the success and higher incomes of this latter group 
compared to most other immigrants, Asian Americans 
have been labeled a “model minority.” Many Asian 
Americans, however, resent this stereotype because 
it tends to neglect the hard work and determination 
of these families despite racist attitudes and discrimi-
nation against them. This stereotype also neglects the 
problems and difficulties faced by working-class Asian 
Americans in U.S. society. 

The Arab-American communities are smaller than 
those of other nonwhite minorities and are often mar-
ginalized in discussions of ethnicity in the United States. 
The major problem encountered by Arab Americans is a 
monolithic negative stereotype of Arabs and the Islamic 
tradition. Despite the tremendous diversity within this 
population of 3 million people, many of whom are Chris-
tians, the prevalent stereotype of Arab Americans is based 
on fears of international terrorism. This stereotype was re-
inforced as a result of the September 11, 2001, attack on 
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Following that 
event, many Arab Americans became alarmed that they 
would all be lumped together as threats to U.S. society. 
There was some violence directed at Arab Americans and 
Islamic mosques. Many Arab Americans were arrested fol-
lowing 9/11 and were detained and released without sub-
stantial evidence of any links with terrorist networks. The 
negative stereotype of Arabs and the misunderstanding 
of their religion and history, as depicted in textbooks and 
the Western media, are the major problems that affect the 
Arab-American communities in the United States (Aswad 
and Abowd 2011). 
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As indicated by  Figure  16.1, recent immigration 
from Europe to the United States represents a tiny frac-
tion compared with immigration from Latin America and 
Asia. The ethnic diversity of non-European immigrants 
to the United States is remarkable. Among the Asians 
are Filipinos, Koreans, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, 
Laotians, Cambodians, Thais, Indians, and Pakistanis. 
From Latin America come Mexicans, Central Americans 
from El Salvador and Guatemala, and people from vari-
ous countries of South America. And from the Middle 
East and Africa come Palestinians, Iraqis, Iranians, 
Lebanese, Syrians, Israelis, Nigerians, and Egyptians. 

Like the nineteenth-century immigrants from 
Europe, the majority of these immigrants have come to 

the United States seeking economic opportunities, politi-
cal freedom, and improved social conditions. The United 
States has truly become much more of a multicultural 
society. A movement known as multiculturalism de-
veloped as an extension of the demand for cultural plu-
ralism in U.S. society. As a result of this multiculturalist 
movement, federal, state, and local governments in the 
United States have encouraged the development of edu-
cational programs to prepare people to live in this new 
type of society. 

Multiculturalism has led to revision of the curricula 
in educational programs throughout the United States. 
Instead of focusing narrowly on a Eurocentric or an 
Anglocentric version of history, history texts were revised 

 Applying Anthropology 

Multiculturalism
in U.S. Society 

A s we have seen in this chapter, 
since the nineteenth century, 
the population of the United 

States has become more ethnically 
and culturally diverse. In addition, since 
1965, there has been a significant 
growth in the population of peoples 
of non-European ancestry. The popu-
lation of the United States is approxi-
mately 305 million. Ethnic minorities 
are increasing their proportion of this 
total very rapidly. 

As a response to this multicultur-
alism, federal, state, and local gov-
ernments in the United States have 
encouraged the development of pro-
grams to prepare people to live in this 
new type of society. For example, at 
least twenty-two states have devel-
oped guidelines for implementing a 
multicultural approach in their educa-
tional systems. These guidelines have 
resulted in changes in the curriculum 
and the content of textbooks in an at-
tempt to fairly portray the ethnic and 
cultural groups that compose the 
country’s multicultural heritage. 

Some anthropologists have become 
involved in trying to solve some of the 
problems that have resulted from these 
new ethnic and demographic trends. 
These applied anthropologists have 
been using knowledge from different 

cultures to educate people in differ-
ent types of institutions in the United 
States. For example, applied anthro-
pologists have been providing inter-
cultural training workshops in schools, 
hospitals, police departments, busi-
nesses, and other community settings 
where different ethnic groups are inter-
acting with one another. These anthro-
pologists are using their ethnographic 
knowledge about different cultures of 
the world to help people from different 
ethnic and religious backgrounds un-
derstand one another. 

For example, the author of this text-
book was called on to help direct an 
intercultural workshop for a police de-
partment in a rural area of Missouri that 
had recently experienced the immigra-
tion of ethnic minorities from urban ar-
eas. The police department had had 
no experience in dealing with African 
Americans and Hispanic Americans. 
The workshop was intended to over-
come some of the problems that had 
developed between the police depart-
ment and the new ethnic communities. 
It included an introduction to what an-
thropologists have discovered regard-
ing prejudice and discrimination on a 
worldwide basis and how some soci-
eties have resolved these problems. 
It also provided cultural background 
about ethnic minorities in the United 
States and demonstrated examples of 
communication and value differences 

that can create confl ict between ethnic 
groups. 

Applied anthropologists have been 
working with educators and education 
researchers in a number of areas regard-
ing multiculturalism in U.S. society. They 
have contributed to curriculum develop-
ment projects aimed at multicultural edu-
cation and have also provided cultural 
background information to help educa-
tors adapt their teaching to the specifi c 
needs of ethnic minority children. 

However, many applied anthro-
pologists have become aware of some 
inherent problems with these multi-
cultural education programs. Cultural 
ideas can be applied overzealously by 
educators. Anthropologist Jacquetta 
Hill-Burnett discovered that teachers 
would sometimes use cultural informa-
tion regarding Puerto Rican–Americans 
to stereotype children in the classroom 
(1978). Another researcher found a 
similar tendency in teachers of Eskimo 
and Indian children in Alaska (Kleinfeld 
1975). Thus, anthropologists have to 
provide cultural information for use 
in the multicultural settings, but they 
must also be extremely cautious to 
avoid broad generalizations about cul-
tural differences that can be used as 
the basis of ethnic stereotypes. One 
of the major lessons that anthropology 
has to teach is that despite being part 
of an ethnic or cultural group, individu-
als differ from one another. 
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Figure 16.1 Legal immigrants admitted to the United States by region of birth. 
Sources: Leon F. Bauvier and Robert W. Gardner, “Immigration to the U.S.: The Unfi nished Story,” Population Bulletin 40 (4), Washington, DC: Population 
Reference Bureau, 1986; U.S. Census Bureau,  Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998 . Reprinted by permission of the Population Reference Bureau. 

to include discussions of non-European ethnic groups 
and their contributions to U.S. history. Bilingual educa-
tion was developed to extend equal education for those 
students not proficient in English. The ongoing multicul-
tural movement emphasizes that there is no one model 
type of “American.” Cultural pluralism is endorsed fully, 
and the multiculturalist movement tends to suggest that 
there are no significant costs for retaining one’s ethnic 
heritage.

The movement for multiculturalism views cultural and 
ethnic differences as positive. It downplays any kind of 
competition or conflict among ethnic groups. Rather, the 
emphasis is on encouraging tolerance and cooperation 
among different ethnic groups. The hope is that as students 
become more ethnically literate and more educated about 
ethnic groups, they will be able to appreciate and tolerate 
other people from different ethnic backgrounds. In addi-
tion, they will be able to make personal decisions that will 
affect public policy, promoting a more harmonious form of 
ethnic and race relations in the United States. 

Ethnonationalism
In Chapter 13, we discussed how globalization has 
had an impact on culture, language, and national 
identity for many people throughout the world. One 
significant factor that influences ethnic groups and 
globalization is nationalism. In addition, as we saw in 
Chapter 12, nationalism—a set of symbols and beliefs 
providing the sense of belonging to a single political 
community—developed along with industrialism in Eu-
rope and elsewhere. Before the development of na-
tionalism, the primary focus of loyalty was the local 

community; a particular ruler, ethnicity, or religion; 
or the family (Gellner 1983; Anderson 1991; A. Smith 
2009). However, as nationalism has emerged in these 
societies, minority ethnic groups sometimes view the 
imposition of the language, culture, and political sys-
tem of the majority ethnic group as a form of cultural 
hegemony or dominance. To contest and resist this 
cultural hegemony, these ethnic groups may want to 
secede and develop their own ethnically based nation-
states. These ethnic secessionist developments are of-
ten called ethnonationalist movements. However, 
many indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities have 
expressed their identity in nationalistic terms without 
actually having an existing nation-state. 

Ethnonationalist movements played a role in the 
struggle against European colonialism. Leaders such 
as Mohandas Gandhi in India, Jomo Kenyatta in East 
Africa, and Simón Bolívar in Latin America mobilized new 
forms of ethnonationalism in order to free themselves 
from European colonialism. After independence, these 
new, postcolonial societies had to form nation-states that 
incorporated disparate ethnic communities and cultures. 
In some instances, during the colonial period some ethnic 
groups had prospered more than others, and this disparity 
often resulted in postcolonial states in which the domi-
nant ethnic group imposed its particular culture and lan-
guage. Many of these postcolonial states still have a very 
weakly developed sense of nationalism because ethnic 
minorities perceive their own local interests and culture as 
being undermined by the dominant ethnic group. Many 
ethnonationalist movements have emerged in areas of the 
world that were once colonized by Europeans and now 
play a role in the struggle against globalization. 
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Another variation of the postcolonial ethnonationalist 
movement occurred with the downfall of the Soviet Union 
and its satellite countries in Eastern Europe. Various ethnic 
minorities—Latvians, Estonians, Lithuanians, Belarusians, 
Ukrainians, Georgians, Azeris, Turkmens, Uzbeks, Tajiks, 
and others—began to accentuate their ethnic identities and 
regional nationalism as the Soviet empire began to collapse 
in the late 1980s. Historically, the Soviet Union comprised 
fifteen autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics defined by 
ethnic groups or nationalities. However, under the ortho-
dox Marxist ideology that provided the foundation for 
Soviet political policies, ethnic groups were supposed to 
“wither away” and be replaced by a Soviet “superethnic-
ity.” This was an attempt by the Soviet political elite to use 
their own version of nationalism, based upon a political 
creed, to produce a civil polity (Banks 1996; Gellner [1977] 
1988). In reality, none of these autonomous regions was 
allowed political rights, and all were strictly controlled by 
Soviet authorities in Moscow. Members of ethnic groups 
were subject to deportation or exile, and their boundaries 
were manipulated by the Soviet state. 

In most cases, contrary to Marxist dogma, the vari-
ous ethnic minorities did not abandon their cultural, lin-
guistic, and religious traditions as expected. As the Soviet 
system began to disintegrate, a variety of ethnonation-
alist movements developed among these various ethnic 
minorities throughout the country. In the aftermath of 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, these ethnonation-
alist aspirations resulted in myriad newly independent 
countries. In Eastern Europe, as the communists lost 
their authority over Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, 
Romania, Poland, Yugoslavia, and East Germany, 

ethnonationalist movements materialized, which have 
had major consequences for these regions. For example, 
deep tensions between the ethnic Czechs and Slovaks led 
to the division of the former Czechoslovakia. Much more 
tragic events transpired in Yugoslavia, when Serbs, Croats, 
Bosnians, and other ethnic groups turned against one 
another in genocidal warfare. 

In general, globalization processes have been a major 
factor in the appearance of many of these ethnonational-
ist movements (Friedman 1995, 2003). At times, regional 
and ethnic identities are accentuated in a response to, 
and as a defense against, the growing impact of the wider 
world on their lives. As we saw in our discussion of glo-
balization processes in Chapter 13, this process is some-
times perceived as a “McWorld” tendency that stems from 
the United States. The communications media—including 
television, film, and the Internet—are diffusing particu-
lar forms of culture as globalization has an impact on all 
areas of the world. One of the responses to these global-
izing trends is the reassertion and revitalization of peo-
ple’s own ethnic and local identity (sometimes referred to 
as jihad), leading to ethnonationalist movements. Many 
ethnic groups view these globalizing trends as a men-
acing process that tends to obliterate their own cultural 
traditions. Today, as we saw in the last chapters, there 
are various ethnonationalist movements among the Maya 
in Mexico; the Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa in Nigeria; the 
Sikhs in India; the Kurds in Iraq; and native Hawaiians 
in the United States. These ethnonationalist movements 
have become a prevalent aspect of social and political 
life in the twenty-first century. 

Summary 
Race and culture were misunderstood for many centuries 
in Western society. As Europeans explored the world, 
they confused the culture and behavior of different peo-
ples with superficial physical traits such as skin color. 
Eventually, this led to distortions within early scientific 
classifications of human racial groups. In addition, sci-
entific racist beliefs began to dominate Western society, 
resulting in tragic human events such as the Holocaust 
in Nazi Germany. Anthropologists have been engaged 
in criticizing scientific racist beliefs in the past and the 
present, using sound evidence and rigorous examina-
tion of indicators such as IQ tests. Despite the useless 
scientific enterprise of classifying races throughout the 
world, societies continue to use folk taxonomies of race 
to distinguish different people. These folk taxonomies 
have profound social and cultural meaning for societies 
around the world. 

Another confusion that developed within Western so-
cieties and other areas of the world is the identification 
of race with culture. Anthropologists have used the term 

ethnic group or  ethnicity to distinguish ethnicity from 
race and are actively engaged in studying ethnic relations 
in different regions of the world. 

Contemporary anthropologists have been doing re-
search on race and ethnic relations in U.S. society. The 
history of U.S. race and ethnic relations was defined 
by the white Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs), who 
established the language, the political culture, and the 
religious culture in American society. Other Europeans 
who immigrated to the United States included the Irish, 
German, Italian, and Polish ethnic groups; these groups 
became known as the “white ethnics.” African Americans 
arrived in the United States as slaves and have struggled 
for their political rights for centuries. Hispanic Americans 
are a diverse group that includes Mexican, Cuban, and 
Puerto Rican Americans, all of whom maintain distinctive 
cultural traditions in the United States. Asian and Arab 
Americans are also represented in multiethnic America. 
Although the myth of the melting pot has worked bet-
ter for white Americans, policies involving multicultural 
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practices and values aimed at recognizing the contri-
butions of all Americans now permeate U.S. society. 
Unfortunately, racism, ethnocentrism, prejudice and 
discrimination continue to plague the United States and 
other societies throughout the world. Anthropologists, 

using sound empirical and scientific research, have de-
voted themselves to explaining these issues regarding 
race, ethnicity, and the problems resulting from folk and 
popular conceptions of these issues. 

Questions to Think About 
 1.  What was the basis of race classification in ancient 

societies?

 2.  What were the basic criticisms of racism developed 
by anthropology? 

 3.  What are some examples that represent the differ-
ence between race and ethnicity? 

 4.  What can we learn from primordialist and circum-
stantialist approaches to ethnicity? 

 5.  How do patterns of assimilation and pluralism differ 
in various societies? 

 6.  What can we learn from the ethnic group adapta-
tions in U.S. society? 

7. What is the basis of ethnonationalist movements 
today?

biological assimilation 
cultural assimilation 
ethnic boundary markers 
ethnogenesis

ethnonationalist
movements 
hypodescent concept 
intelligence

Jim Crow laws 
knowledge 
multiculturalism
one-drop rule 

plural society 
racism
segregation 
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Chapter Questions 

� How does the logic-of-growth model compare with 
the sustainability model? 

� What are the results of globalization for technology 
and energy use? 

� What are some of the environmental trends that are 
a consequence of globalization? 

� How do demographic trends differ in various 
societies?

� What are some of the economic consequences 
of globalization? 

� What are some of the political, ethnic, and religious 
tendencies resulting from globalization? 

A
s we have seen throughout this textbook, es-
pecially in Chapter 13, global interdependence, 
or what we have called globalization, has be-
come an undeniable fact in the contemporary 

world. This process began after the Neolithic revolution, 
when small-scale societies either were absorbed into 
larger states or became dependent on those states. Ever 
since the Industrial Revolution, the trend toward global 
interdependence has escalated, especially through the 
process of European colonialism. As the world shrinks 
and industrial societies continue to expand, interconnec-
tions are developing among different societies, creating 
a global village. The global village has been described 
as a world in which all regions are in contact with 
one another through the mass media, instantaneous com-
munication, and highly integrated economic and political 
networks. This chapter reviews some of the recent trends 
associated with the development of this global village. 

Pessimists versus Optimists 
on Globalization Issues 
Two basic perspectives—one negative, one positive—
have influenced the analyses of global trends affecting 
the technological, environmental, and demographic 
developments that result from globalization. 

The Doomsday Model 
The negative perspective is sometimes referred to as the 
doomsday model, or the neo-Malthusian approach. This 
model predicts that if current population, environmental, 
and technological trends continue, they will produce a 
series of ecological disasters that will threaten human ex-
istence. In the 1970s, a group of scientists and academics 

known as the Club of Rome assessed these global trends 
and predicted worldwide scarcities and a global eco-
nomic collapse. Using elaborate computer models devel-
oped at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, these 
scientists concluded that current global trends in popu-
lation growth, energy consumption, and environmen-
tal pollution will exhaust the world’s natural resources 
within the next one hundred years. 

The Optimists: 
The Logic-of-Growth Model 
The doomsday model has been challenged by optimists, 
such as the late economist Julian Simon (1981), who fore-
see a more promising future for humankind. Simon noted 
that health improvements, including a decrease in infant 
mortality and an increase in life expectancy, are a global 
trend. Simon also argued that pollution has abated in 
most societies that have experienced economic growth. 
Simon believed that as development and economic im-
provements continue in different societies, people will 
spend money to solve pollution problems. 

Sometimes this perspective is referred to as the logic-
of-growth model. This logic-of-growth model assumes 
that natural resources are infinite and that economic 
growth can continue indefinitely without long-term harm 
to the environment. For example, this model notes that 
Malthus had not foreseen the biotechnological revolu-
tion in agriculture that made land much more productive 
than was true in eighteenth-century England. Economists 
such as Simon believe that food-production problems in 
regions such as Africa can be attributed to farm collectiv-
ization, government attempts to control the prices of ag-
ricultural commodities, and other institutional problems. 
Simon cited statistics indicating that on a worldwide level 
food prices per person are decreasing, and food produc-
tion per person is increasing. 

The logic-of-growth theorists cite evidence show-
ing that the costs of energy and other natural resources 
have actually fallen over time because humans have 
found creative technological solutions for producing 
and extracting these resources. For example, Simon ar-
gued that the increase in the price of oil in the 1970s 
was purely political. The cost of producing a barrel of 
oil is still about 15 to 25 cents. He noted how people 
in the past responded to shortages of firewood used for 
heating by turning to coal and from coal shortages by 
using oil. Simon believed that this ongoing process of 
creative innovation will continue. 

Simon and other logic-of-growth theorists further 
suggest that population growth is a stimulus for, rather 
than a deterrent to, economic progress. The title of Si-
mon’s major book is The Ultimate Resource (1981), which 
he considers to be the human mind. Productivity and so-
lutions for economic and environmental problems come 
directly from the human mind. In the long run, therefore, 
population growth helps to raise the standard of living 
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in society by utilizing creative ideas and technologies to 
extract solutions. Another more recent book by British 
biologist Matt Ridley is entitled The Rational Optimist: 
How Prosperity Evolves continues the themes that Simon 
endorsed (2010). Ridley emphasizes that rapid techno-
logical changes, economic growth, and modernity have 
produced a plethora of goods and services and has elimi-
nated poverty, reduced pollution, decreased world-wide 
population growth. Although Ridley and other logic-
of-growth theorists admit that in the short term popu-
lation growth may inhibit economic development, they 
conclude that countries ought not restrict population 
growth forcibly and that eventually technological innova-
tions and human creativity will solve our problems, just 
as they have in the past. 

The Pessimists and the Optimists: 
An Anthropological Assessment 
Most likely, both the pessimistic and the optimistic 
predictions regarding global problems are to some ex-
tent exaggerated. Predicting the future is risky for any 
social scientist, and to project complex global trends 
regarding population growth, environmental destruc-
tion, and technological change over many decades is 
highly problematic. The optimists believe that ever 
since the beginnings of civilization, humanity has ben-
efited from technological progress. A comprehensive 
view of the past, however, challenges this assumption. 
For example, we saw in Chapter 11 that the emergence 
of intensive agriculture—one of the major develop-
ments in human history—produced benefits for small 
segments of the population, but adversely affected 
the majority of people by contributing to higher dis-
ease rates, increased inequality, and other problems. 
Conversely, the pessimists tend to underestimate the 
human capacity to devise technological solutions to 
global problems. 

Anthropological research may help assess these 
global issues in a more cautious and analytic manner. 
With its holistic approach, anthropology has always been 
concerned with precisely those aspects of human inter-
action with the environment that are now being recog-
nized widely by scientists studying global environmental 
change. The U.S. Committee on Global Change (1988) 
called for the development of an interdisciplinary science 
for understanding global change. The discipline of an-
thropology represents a prototype or model for the inter-
disciplinary science that would be needed to understand 
these changes (Rayner 1989). Anthropological data can 
help assess the causes of such phenomena as the green-
house effect by examining land-use choices and the im-
pacts of economic activities. Anthropology may assist in 
the development of policies on matters such as agricul-
ture, biotechnology, pollution, and population growth by 
providing information on the links between local prac-
tices and global processes. 

Technological Trends 
Ever since the Industrial Revolution, the scale of tech-
nological change has become global, rather than local. 
Industrial technology—computers, electronics, and ad-
vances in global communications—has spread from the 
core nations to the developing countries. For example, 
as previously discussed, the Green Revolution has altered 
the nature of food production. Technical information on 
agricultural production is spread through television, the 
Internet, and satellites to villages in countries such as 
India and Pakistan. 

Energy-Consumption Patterns 
High-energy consumption not only is creating environ-
mental hazards, but also has also led to increased deple-
tion of resources. High-energy, industrialized societies 
such as the United States consume a major portion of 
the world’s nonrenewable energy and resources. For ex-
ample, in 2008, the United States used about 19,500,000 
barrels of oil per day. The entire European Union used 
14,390,000 barrels of oil per day, and Japan used 4,785,000 
barrels per day (World Factbook 2010). In contrast, the 
Central African Republic used 2,000 barrels per day; 
Afghanistan, 5,000 barrels; Bangladesh, 95,000 barrels; 
and Egypt, 712,700 barrels (World Factbook 2010). The 
United States, containing five percent of the world’s pop-
ulation, is the country that consumes the largest amount 
of the world’s oil, almost 26 percent. The U.S. Geological 
Survey estimates that there are about 3 trillion barrels 
of proven reserves of oil worldwide. The entire world 
should reach its peak level of oil production in 2037, 
after which time output is expected to fall precipitously. 
The 23 percent of the world’s population residing in 
industrialized countries is consuming about 58 percent 
of the energy reserves that the planet is capable of pro-
ducing. Yet there is the possibility of new technologies 
on the horizon that may mitigate these high-energy-
consumption trends. Higher oil costs have resulted in 
more demand for automobiles that need less petroleum, 
such as the plug-in hybrid cars, safe nuclear power, large 
solar farms, and other alternative energy sources may en-
hance our possibilities for reducing the demand for non-
renewable energy production throughout the world. 

Were semi-peripheral and peripheral countries, with 
77 percent of the world’s population, to adopt the same 
consumption patterns as the core nations, nonrenewable 
energy supplies and resources might not be sufficient 
to support global economic development. For example, 
as peripheral countries adopted mechanized farming, 
they increased their consumption of fossil fuels, lead-
ing to a worldwide jump in energy use (Schusky 1990). 
Recently, Lester Brown of the Earth Policy Institute reflects 
on this trend in respect to China: “If we assume that in 
2030 there are three cars for every four people in China, 
as there now are in the United States, China will have 
1.1 billion cars. The world currently has 860 million cars. 
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To provide the needed roads, highways, and parking lots, 
China would have to pave an area comparable to what 
it now plants in rice. By 2030 China would need 98 mil-
lion barrels of oil a day. The world is currently producing 
85 million barrels a day and may never produce much 
more than that.” (2008:13–14). The U.S. has become 
more energy efficient in terms of agricultural produc-
tion. The use of gasoline and diesel fuel per ton of grain 
has dropped by 64 percent since 1973 due to better ag-
ricultural practices (Brown 2008:34). Yet, energy costs to 
transport food over great distances by air and refriger-
ated trucks are rising. The U.S. energy costs in the food 
economy to transport, process, can, freeze, market, and 
package is greater than the entire economy of the United 
Kingdom (Brown 2008:35). And, as many developing 
countries shift from draft animals to tractors, non-renew-
able energy use continues to rise in much of the world. 

Environmental Trends 
As we saw in earlier chapters, hunting-gathering, horti-
culturalist, pastoralist, and intensive agriculture societies 
survived by extracting natural resources from a particular 
biome or environment. In these societies, people were 
directly linked with nature and the environment, and 
they lived in relative harmony with the natural environ-
ment. This is not to suggest that humans in preindustrial 
societies did not harm their environments in any man-
ner. Slash-and-burn horticulture, intensive agriculture, 
pastoralism, and sometimes, even foraging caused some 
environmental damage. Overgrazing, soil erosion, and 
the depletion of certain species have always been part 
of humankind’s evolutionary development. The concept 
of the “ecological noble savage” that tended to describe 
indigenous peoples as living in harmony within their 

Globalization creates dense traffi c 
and air pollution problems in major 
cities such as Mumbai, Shanghai, or 
Bangkok.

environments is largely mythical (Hames 2007; Nadasay 
2005). There are some cases where indigenous peoples 
were practicing some conservation, but in many other 
circumstances there is evidence of ecological destruc-
tion. For example, birds and various species of animals 
were hunted to extinction by the peoples on some of the 
Pacific islands and in prehistoric America (Diamond 1997). 

With the development of globalization, however, the 
negative consequences for the environment have multiplied 
rapidly. Ironically, many people in industrial societies came 
to believe that they had gained mastery over the natural 
environment and were, therefore, free from its constraints. 
But in recent decades, people have become more aware 
that they are as dependent on the natural environment as 
were preindustrial peoples. It has become evident that the 
pollution created by global industrialization is threatening 
the ecological balance of the planet and the health of plant 
and animal species, including the human species. 

Mechanized Agriculture and Pollution 
One major source of pollution is commercialized, mecha-
nized agriculture, known as agribusiness. Mechanized 
agriculture, or agribusiness, depends on the use of fossil 
fuels, chemical fertilizers, large tracts of land, and toxic 
poisons such as herbicides and pesticides to increase 
agricultural yields. This form of agriculture is not only 
prevalent in the industrialized world, but also becoming 
common in developing countries. For example, some 
farmers in societies such as Mexico, India, and Indone-
sia have adopted mechanized agriculture. The spread of 
mechanized, high-tech agriculture has been labeled the 
Green Revolution (Schusky 1990). Through biotechno-
logical research, sometimes known as genetic engineer-
ing, and other methods, scientists have produced hybrid 
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species of wheat and rice seeds that generate higher agri-
cultural yields. To take advantage of these yields, however, 
farmers must use expensive, capital-intensive technology 
for irrigation and cultivation; nonrenewable fossil fuels 
such as gasoline and oil; synthetic chemical fertilizers; and 
toxic weed killers, or herbicides, and pesticides. 

The use of capital-intensive agriculture, however, can 
have negative consequences for the global environment. 
One of the most tragic cases resulting from the Green 
Revolution occurred in 1984 in Bhopal, India, where toxic 
fumes leaking from a chemical-fertilizer plant killed or 
injured thousands of people. Many of the consequences 
of mechanized agriculture are much less dramatic (and, 
therefore, less publicized), although perhaps just as dan-
gerous. For example, research has shown that much of 
the food produced in both industrialized and developing 
countries contains traces of pesticides and other poisons. 
Even when governments ban the use of chemicals, the 
residues may remain in the food chain for many years. 
Because many new synthetic chemicals are being pro-
duced for agribusiness every year, the danger to the envi-
ronment continues to increase. 

Emerging developments in the genetic engineering of 
various animals and plants have also been of concern to 
environmentalists and anthropologists. Ecological anthro-
pologist Glen Stone has been following the spread of ge-
netically modified (GM) crops and related biotechnology 

Vaccinating cattle before they are shipped to a feedlot. Industrial 
societies have changed the nature of agricultural production. Large 
corporate farming that depends on expensive energy and heavy 
capital investment has resulted in the decline of family farming. 

in various areas of the world (2002, 2005). Stone studies 
the GM crops, as well as other biotechnological strategies 
such as “tissue culture” or other new approaches experi-
mented within various regions. He finds that many scien-
tists, agricultural specialists, and economists either oppose 
or are proponents of these GM crops in different regions 
of India, Africa, and elsewhere. Stone has been follow-
ing the proposals of Monsanto, based in St. Louis, which 
is the global leader in promoting biotechnology and GM 
products to replace current practices. It targets practices 
such as plowing, weeding, and seed-saving for traditional 
crop replacement in Africa and elsewhere. For example, 
Monsanto suggests that traditional indigenous African hoe 
cultivation should be replaced by “sustainable” biotechnol-
ogy. In other words, Monsanto promotes this technology as 
a means of increasing crop growth and modernizing agri-
culture everywhere. Some of those skeptical about the use 
of GM for small-scale farmers have been accused of advo-
cating a museum-like preservation of indigenous practices. 

One of the problems identified by Stone in the adop-
tion of these new GM biotechnology agricultural practices 
is what is referred to as “deskilling.” In other words, the 
small farmers are replaced by machines and more high-
tech agricultural developments. Farmers in the more in-
dustrialized and postindustrial countries may have access 
to education and information through government agen-
cies and other institutions that may be lacking in some of 
the more rural peripheral countries of the world. Stone 
has been consulting with many other anthropologists 
and investigating corporations such as Monsanto on the 
impact of these new biotechnologies and GM foods on 
agricultural developments in many regions in the world. 
The area of genetically modified crops has created con-
troversies throughout the world and has resulted in both 
positive and negative consequences. These new biotech-
nology agricultural practices, to include GM crops, call 
for much more anthropological research (Stone 2010). 

A fifteen-year ethnographic study called Slaugh-
terhouse Blues: The Meat and Poultry Industry in North 
America by Donald D. Stull and Michael J. Broadway de-
scribes the impact of corporate farming and the indus-
trialized agribusiness in the United States and Canada 
(2004). These anthropologists collected a wide array of 
both quantitative and qualitative data on slaughterhouse 
employees, union offices, community leaders, and other 
people near these industries. The study demonstrates 
that the corporate meat industry from farm to factory 
has become increasingly centralized and integrated. The 
consumer demand for cheap and convenient foodstuffs 
tends to promote the use of cheap labor and minimal 
environmental and social costs, which result in negative 
consequences for workers, the environment, and com-
munities near these industries. Clean air and water are 
sacrificed as beef operations, hog farms, and chicken fa-
cilities influence the rural areas in North America. The 
dangerous work conditions and other negative conse-
quences of these industries are often hidden costs that do 
not show up in the grocery stores where North American 
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consumers shop. These anthropologists focus on the 
price of “progress” that influences the environments and 
communities in North America as a consequence of these 
new industrial agribusiness trends. 

Air Pollution 
Air pollution, especially from the emissions of motor ve-
hicles, power generators, and waste incinerators, contin-
ues to be a major problem for industrializing societies. 
As less-developed countries industrialize, the degree of 
global air pollution steadily increases. It appears that at-
mospheric pollution is depleting the Earth’s ozone layer, 
which absorbs 99 percent of the ultraviolet radiation 
from the Sun. These pollutants could irreversibly alter the 
Earth’s ability to support life. Satellite data show that dur-
ing the period from 1978 to 1984, the ozone layer eroded 
at an average annual rate of 0.5 percent. In addition, acid 
rain produced by the burning of fossil fuels such as coal 
and gasoline has become a global problem, spreading 
across national boundaries and wreaking havoc on for-
ests, lakes, and various species of aquatic life. 

Scientific data suggest that the increased levels of car-
bon dioxide produced primarily by the burning of fossil fu-
els and tropical rain forests, methane, and nitrous oxide will 
create a greenhouse effect, or global warming. According 
to these studies, after solar rays reach the Earth’s surface, 
the carbon dioxide (CO 2) in the atmosphere traps the heat 
and prevents it from radiating back into space. This process 
could eventually melt the polar ice caps, which would raise 
sea levels, flood major coastal cities, create violent weather 
patterns, and turn the tropics into deserts. An enormous 
amount of scientific data has accumulated that confirms the 
greenhouse effect hypothesis and global warming. Emis-
sions of these greenhouse gases are likely to increase in the 
future. Predictions based on present-day estimates suggest 
that by 2020, CO 2 emissions from industrialized countries 
will be 50 to 70 percent above 1990 levels. 

Sufficient quantities of air pollutants such as NOx 
(oxides of nitrogen), SOx (oxides of sulfur), and carbon 

monoxide (CO) can harm human health, causing pulmo-
nary problems, asthma, allergies, and eye damage in the 
short term and cancer and neurological, reproductive, re-
spiratory, and psychological disorders in the long term. 
Anthropologists who follow the studies of these air pol-
lutants coupled with increased lead in blood levels, noise 
from manufacturing in urban areas, and new psychoso-
cial stresses recognize that urban living is having an influ-
ence on health conditions throughout the world (Schell 
and Denham 2003). 

However, as more countries such as China begin to 
emit more greenhouse gases, global warming and other 
pollution problems could proceed more quickly. Air pol-
lution is a major concern for developing countries such as 
China and Mexico and for other areas of the world. Six-
teen of the world’s most air polluted cities are in China. 
These cities are facing an ecological and health crisis as a 
result of the industrial pollution created by rapid global-
ization. In China, 300,000 people a year face respiratory 
illnesses as a result of this pollution. As of 2008, China 
accounts for over 22 percent of the CO 2 emissions today. 
At this level, it has become the world’s first largest emitter 
of CO 2 followed by the United States, which generates 
over 19 percent (Inman 2008). Stabilizing atmospheric 
concentrations of greenhouse gases will require revers-
ing current emission trends. In addition, anthropologists 
find that the economic and social inequality that results 
from globalization has resulted in more health prob-
lems for peoples without basic resources (Nguyen and 
Peschard 2003). 

Population Trends 
As discussed in Chapter 12, with industrialization, new 
demographic trends have arisen. A recent model used 
to measure population trends is based on the demo-
graphic-transition theory, which assumes a close 
connection between fertility and mortality rates and so-
cioeconomic development (see Figure 17.1). According to 
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Figure 17.1 The demographic-transition 
model.
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the demographic-transition model, societies pass through 
three major phases of population change. During Phase 
1, a high fertility rate is counterbalanced by a high mor-
tality rate, resulting in minimal population growth. Phase 
1 describes preindustrial societies. At first, societies used 
various methods of population regulation, such as self-
induced abortions, postpartum abstinence, infanticide, 
and migration. As preindustrial societies developed inten-
sive agriculture, populations began to increase, but dis-
ease, famine, and natural disasters kept mortality rates 
fairly high, thus limiting growth. 

In Phase 2, population tends to increase rapidly 
because of continued high fertility rates coupled with 
lower mortality rates. Mortality rates decline because of 
increases in the food supply, the development of sci-
entifically based medical practices, and improved pub-
lic sanitation and health care. Improvements in nutrition 
and health care enable people to control certain diseases, 
thus diminishing infant mortality rates and increasing life 
expectancy. Consequently, during Phase 2, population 
growth is dramatic. Growth of this magnitude was associ-
ated with the early phases of industrialization in Western 
Europe and North America, but it is also visible in many 
Third World societies that are now in the early stages of 
industrialization.

Phase 3 of the demographic-transition model repre-
sents the stage in which fertility rates begin to fall along 
with mortality rates. According to the model, as industri-
alization proceeds, family planning is introduced, and tra-
ditional institutions and religious beliefs supporting high 
birth rates are undermined. Values stressing individualism 
and upward mobility lead couples to reduce the size of 
their families. Phase 3 describes the stage of advanced 
industrial societies such as Western Europe, the United 
States, and Japan. Other trends, such as geographic mo-
bility and the increased expense of rearing children, 
also affect reproductive decisions in industrial societies. 
Hence, in advanced industrial societies, as the birth rate, 
or fertility rate, falls, population growth begins to decline. 

The Demographic-Transition 
Model Applied 
The demographic-transition model seems to have some 
validity when applied to global population trends. World 
population during the Paleolithic period (Phase 1) is es-
timated to have been about 10 million (Hassan 1981). 
Following the agricultural revolution, around the year 
1 A.D., the global population was approximately 300 million. 
But after the early stages of industrialization (Phase 2), 
from 1650 to 1900, the world population tripled from 
510 million to 1.6 billion. By 1950, the global population 
had risen to 2.5 billion, and by 1970, another billion peo-
ple had been added. By 1990, the world population was 
approximately 5.4 billion, with 150 babies being born ev-
ery minute (see Figure 17.2). By 2000, the world popula-
tion exceeded 6 billion. 
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Figure 17.2 Global population growth. From about 10 million 
people in the Paleolithic period, world population reached 1 billion by 
1850. Following the Industrial Revolution and decreases in mortality 
rates, world population has increased to over 6.7 billion people. 

Thomas Robert Malthus (1766–1834), a British cler-
gyman and economist, is known as the father of demog-
raphy. Malthus predicted that human populations would 
increase at a rapid, or exponential rate, but that the pro-
duction of food and other vital resources would increase 
at a lower rate. Thus, populations would always grow 
more quickly than the food supply to support them. As 
a result, human societies would constantly experience 
hunger, increases in warfare, resource scarcities, and 
poverty.

To measure the exponential growth rate, demogra-
phers use the concept of  doubling time, the period it 
takes for a population to double. For example, a popula-
tion growing at 1 percent will double in 70 years, one 
growing at 2 percent will take 35 years to double, and 
one growing at 3 percent will double in 23 years. 

The industrial nations of Western Europe, the United 
States, and Japan have reached Phase 3 of the demo-
graphic-transition model. The U.S. population is grow-
ing at only 0.7 percent. Countries such as Germany, 
Hungary, Japan, and even Roman Catholic Italy actually 
have negative growth rates, meaning that they are not re-
placing the number of people dying with new births. For 
a society to maintain a given level of population, each 
woman must give birth to an average of 2.1 children. At 
this point, the society has achieved zero population 
growth (ZPG), meaning that the population is simply 
replacing itself. When the average number of births falls 
below 2.1, a society experiences negative growth. Thus, 
Japan, with an average of 1.8 births, is actually experienc-
ing a population decline (McCreery and McCreery 2006), 
as is Italy, with the lowest rate of fertility in the world 
(1.2 births). Decreased growth rates in industrialized na-
tions have helped lower the global growth rate from 2 to 
1.7 percent. 
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The demographic-transition model provides a 
conceptual scheme for evaluating global population 
trends, especially for the core industrial societies, yet it 
must be used carefully as a hypothesis (Johnson-Hanks 
2008). Although the industrial societies of North Amer-
ica, Western Europe, and Japan have reached Phase 3, 
the vast majority of the world’s people reside in societ-
ies that are in Phase 2, with exponential growth rates. 
Population growth in African countries such as Kenya 
is almost 4 percent (doubling every fifteen years), and 
Mexico’s growth rate is 2.6 percent (doubling every 
twenty-seven years). Thus, the demographic-transition 
hypothesis explains population trends in industrial 
societies, but it may not accurately predict popula-
tion growth elsewhere for Phase 3. Suggesting that all 
societies will follow the path of development of the 
advanced industrial societies is somewhat naïve. As 
we have seen from our discussion of industrial societ-
ies in Chapter 12, it took at least five hundred years 
of historical experience for these countries to become 
fully industrialized societies and to reach Phase 3 of the 
demographic model. 

Most rurally based peripheral societies maintain high 
birth rates related to their agricultural lifestyles. As these 
societies become industrialized, however, death rates 
tend to fall, leading to dramatic population increases. 
These societies have not had an extended time period to 
adjust to the demographic trends related to industrializa-
tion. Consequently, predicting a movement to Phase 3 
is problematic. Most economically underdeveloped coun-
tries can attain population decline only through changes 
in technology, political economy, and social and cultural 
practices.

Yet, new demographic studies indicate that the pop-
ulation problems that were predicted in pessimistic terms 
in the recent past have been reevaluated. Anthropolo-
gists and demographers have discovered that as public 
health measures have improved with vaccinations, vita-
mins for pregnant women, and antibiotics, the incentives 
and need for large rural families and children, as was 
encouraged in their traditional rural communities (see 
Chapter 11), has been reduced. In addition, as women’s 
living standards have improved as they move into jobs 
in new factories that have moved to these regions from 
the postindustrial world and into outsourcing occupa-
tions (see Chapter  13), rates of population growth in ru-
ral areas in India, Pakistan, Africa, the Middle East, and 
other developing countries have decreased. For example 
in 1955, Bangladesh had a birth rate of 6.8 children, but 
in 2010 that ratio has more than halved to 2.6 children 
per woman. Neighboring India has seen a similar decline 
in birth rate from 5.9 to 2.6 children, and Pakistan has 
halved its birth rate in twenty years to 3.2 children per 
woman. Whereas the world population was predicted to 
grow to 12 billion in 2050, that number has been revised 
to 9 billion. Thus, as societies grow wealthier, better 

educated, more urbanized and more emancipated, world 
population rates will continue to decline. 

The One-Child Policy in China One develop-
ing country that has taken steps to drastically reduce its 
population growth is China. In the 1950s, Mao Zedong 
perceived China’s revolution as being based on peas-
ant production and small-scale, labor-intensive technol-
ogy. For this reason, he encouraged population growth 
among the peasantry. After Mao’s death, however, a new 
leadership group emerged that reversed his policies re-
garding population growth. 

In 1979, a demographic study was presented at the 
Second Session of the Fifth National People’s Congress 
that indicated that if the existing average of three chil-
dren per couple was maintained, China’s population 
would reach 1.4 billion by the year 2000 and 4.3 billion 
by the year 2080. Alarmed by the implications of these 
statistics, the government introduced a one-child pol-
icy designed to achieve zero population growth (ZPG), 
with a target of 1.6 children per couple by the year 
2000. Families that restricted their family size to one 
child were given free health care and free plots of land. 
In addition, their children would receive free education 
and preferential employment treatment. Families that 
had more than one child would be penalized through 
higher taxes and nonpreferential treatment. The one-
child policy was enforced by neighborhood committees 
at the local level, and contraceptives, sterilization, and 
abortion services were provided free of charge. Neigh-
borhood committees monitored every woman’s repro-
ductive cycle to determine when she was eligible to 
have her one child. 

With some exceptions, the one-child policy has been 
remarkably effective. Between 1980 and 1990, the birth 
rate in China was reduced, and the annual growth rate 
fell from 2.0 percent to 1.4 percent, a record unmatched 
by any developing nation. This rate is similar to those 
of the most advanced industrial societies (Fong 2004). 
Incentives, propaganda campaigns, and government 
enforcement combined to produce a new image of the 
Chinese family, one that had only a single child. 
Billboards and TV ads throughout China showed radiant 
mothers nurturing their one child. 

Because the one-child policy is an attempt to reverse 
Chinese family patterns that have existed for thousands 
of years, it created controversies and problems. In the 
agricultural areas, it generated a great deal of resent-
ment. Many Chinese prefer sons to daughters—a long- 
established Confucian tradition. In some cases, couples 
that have a daughter may practice female infanticide 
so that they may have a son to assume family responsibil-
ities. Although infanticide is a criminal offense in China, it 
appears to be increasing in rural areas. Moreover, anthro-
pologist Steven Mosher (1983) reported that government 
officials sometimes forced women to undergo abortions 
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to maintain the one-child policy. More recently, anthro-
pologist Susan Greenhalgh, a Chinese population policy 
expert, reported that one out of every eight Chinese 
women married in the 1970s had suffered the trauma of a 
second- or third-term abortion (2008). There were many 
reports of full-term abortions, involuntary sterilization, 
forcible insertion of IUDs, the abandonment of female 
children, and female infanticide. 

In response to some of these conflicts, the Chinese 
government relaxed the one-child policy in 1989. Some 
rural parents could have two children, however, urban 
families were still restricted to one. This policy, known 
colloquially as “the one-son or two-child policy,” placed 
a burden on second children who were females. Sec-
ond-born daughters were subject to being placed in 
orphanages so that a family might have a son. China’s 
orphanages were struggling to keep up with the num-
ber of female children. Additionally, the various ethnic 
minority groups have no restrictions on the number 
of children they can have. The minorities argued that 
through the one-child policy the majority Han popula-
tion would quickly become the dominant group in their 
regions. They viewed the policy as an attempt to reduce 
their population and pressured the government to re-
lax restrictions on their population growth, which it did. 
In April 2000, the Chinese government ruled that all the 
children of “only children” can have two children. But 
the government still offers higher rewards to those cou-
ples that have only one child. 

Recently, demographer Vanessa Fong has investi-
gated the unintended results of the one-child policy in 
China (2004). She found that many of the only children 
(sometimes called the “Little Emperors”) are expected to 
be the primary providers for their elderly parents, grand-
parents, and parents-in-law. This results in considerable 
competition in the education system for these only chil-
dren to aspire to elite status and gain economic opportu-
nities to support their family networks, which sometimes 
results in stress because very few can obtain these elite 
positions. In 2004 in Beijing, there was a four-day fes-
tival for twins with five hundred sets of twin children 
in matching clothes that were viewed by thousands of 
people in China. The one-child policy has produced a 
belief that these twins are extremely “lucky.” The Chinese 
government has stated that the one-child-policy will stay 
in effect until 2015. The unintended results of the one-
child policy are something that anthropologists who do 
ethnographic research are investigating today. 

Loss of Biodiversity 
One of the major concerns regarding the consequences 
of globalization for the planet is the loss of biodiver-
sity. Biodiversity is the genetic and biological variation 
within and among different species of plants and ani-
mals. Biologists are not certain exactly how many species 

of plants and animals exist; new species are discovered 
every day. Biologists have described about 1.7 million 
species of animals, plants, and algae. They estimate that 
there may be over seven million species that have yet 
to be identified (Chapman 2009). About 50 percent of 
these species live in tropical rain forests. As humans, we 
are dependent on these living organisms for survival; in 
both preindustrial and industrial societies, people rely on 
plant and animal species for basic foodstuffs and medici-
nal applications. 

Many plant and animal species are threatened with 
extinction, causing a loss of biodiversity. Biologists es-
timate that at least one species becomes extinct each 
day. And as globalization continues, it is estimated that 
perhaps as many as a dozen species will be lost per 
day. Back in 1996, biologist E. O. Wilson wrote in  In 
Search of Nature (Wilson and Southworth 1996) that 
each year an area of rain forest half the size of Florida 
is cut down. If that continues, by 2020 the world will 
have lost forever 20 percent of its existing plant spe-
cies. That is a loss of 30,000 species per year, 74 per 
day, 3 per hour. Wilson went on to write that we know 
almost nothing about the majority of plants and animals 
of the rain forests. We have not even named 90 percent 
of them, much less studied their properties or tapped 
their potential value. Wilson suggested that it is likely 
that a substantial portion of the planet’s biodiversity will 
be eliminated within the next few decades. With the in-
crease of industrialism, mechanized agriculture, and de-
forestation, as many as one-fourth of the world’s higher 
plant families may become extinct by the end of this 
century. 

Wilson believes that we are entering the greatest pe-
riod of mass extinction in the planet’s history. We have 
very limited knowledge of the world’s plant and animal 
species. One out of every four prescription drugs comes 
from flowering plants. Yet, less than 1 percent has been 
studied for pharmacological potential. Many of these 
plants could be exploited as new food crops, pharma-
ceuticals, fibers, or petroleum substitutes (Joppa, Roberts, 
and Pimm 2010). Thousands of species of birds and fish 
are threatened by extinction; 1,217 birds, or 70 percent 
of all birds identified are in imminent danger of extinction 
and 65 percent of freshwater fish in North America are 
either extinct or are endangered (Brown 2008:104–105). 
Groups such as the International Union for Conserva-
tion of Nature (IUCN) made up of over 11,000 volunteer 
scientists around the world have organized to prevent 
the loss of biodiversity (www.iucn.org). As long as bio-
diversity can be preserved, it represents a wealth of in-
formation and potential resources that can be extremely 
beneficial for humanity. In addition, with the new de-
velopments in genetic engineering, which depends on 
biodiversity (genetic variation), humanity may be able to 
find new resources that provide solutions for food and 
health problems. 

www.iucn.org
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Ethnographic Research on the Green Revo-
lution An example of how ethnographic research 
can illuminate global problems involves studies of the 
Green Revolution in underdeveloped countries. Op-
timists such as Julian Simon (1981) and Matt Ridley 
(2010) cite the Green Revolution as one of the advance-
ments made through technology and human creativ-
ity. In their view, the Green Revolution contradicts the 
basic assumptions made by the neo-Malthusians that 
population will outgrow the finite resources (food) of 
a particular area of land. Use of hybrid species of high-
yield wheat and rice and highly mechanized agricultural 
techniques has increased food production to a degree 
that could not have been anticipated by Malthusians 
of past ages. 

However, many cultural anthropologists who have 
studied the adoption of mechanized agriculture in de-
veloping countries have found that these innovations 
have created unintended economic and social problems. 
In most cases, only wealthy farmers have the capital to 
invest in irrigation equipment, chemical fertilizers, and 
large tracts of land. To extend their landholdings, wealthy 
farmers buy out smaller farmers, creating a new class of 
landless peasants and a small group of wealthy farmers, 
which intensifies patterns of inequality and related eco-
nomic and social problems (Schusky 1990). 

In addition, cultural anthropologists find that in ar-
eas such as Mexico, where the Green Revolution was ad-
opted enthusiastically, the increased agricultural yields in 
grains are often used to feed animals raised for human 
consumption. Anthropologist Billie Dewalt (1984) discov-
ered that more than 50 percent of the annual grain pro-
duction in Mexico was used to feed animals such as pigs, 
chickens, and cattle. His research indicates that people 
who can afford meat have benefited from the Green Rev-
olution. By increasing inequalities, however, the Green 
Revolution has reduced the percentage of the population 
that can afford meat. Dewalt concluded that the commer-
cialization and industrialization of agriculture have not 
only widened the gap between rich and poor in Mexico, 
but also led to the underutilization of food, energy, and 
labor, thus hindering, rather than promoting, agricultural 
development.

Case Study: The Green Revolution in 
Shahidpur One ethnographic study has shown that 
when the Green Revolution is carried out under the right 
conditions, it can be successful. Cultural anthropologist 
Murray Leaf (1984) studied the effects of the Green Revo-
lution in the Punjab region of northern India. Leaf con-
ducted research in a Sikh village called Shahidpur from 
1964 to 1966 and then returned in 1978. The years 1965 
and 1978 mark the onset and the complete adoption, re-
spectively, of the Green Revolution in Shahidpur. Thus, 
Leaf was able to view the beginning and end of the pro-
cess. During this period, the village switched from subsis-
tence to mechanized agriculture. 

The villagers adopted new strains of wheat, tractors, 
insecticides, and an irrigation technology on an experi-
mental basis to determine whether this would increase 
their yields. Wealthy farmers adopted the technology 
readily, investing their capital in equipment and land. 
Poor peasants, however, also took the needed capital in-
vestment risks (with the support of government devel-
opment agencies), and the risks paid off. Leaf’s research 
demonstrated that in contrast to modernization theory, 
poor peasants are not constrained by traditional cultural 
patterns that might inhibit rational strategies of invest-
ment and savings. When these peasants saw they would 
directly benefit from these investments, they were willing 
to accept the economic risks. 

More important, the villagers were willing to acquire 
the knowledge and technical skills needed to manage 
and ensure the continuity of their agricultural produc-
tion. Through a university extension center, new plant 
varieties and technologies were adopted on an experi-
mental basis. The people could directly see the results 
of their agricultural experiments and respond appropri-
ately to various conditions. The education was a low-cost 
investment, even with government-subsidized tuition for 
the poorest families. Furthermore, the university center 
provided training in the maintenance and repair of farm 
equipment and in other nonagricultural employment 
fields.

Leaf suggested that a key to the success of the Green 
Revolution in this region (in contrast to many other rural 
areas) is that government officials were more interested 
in development than in control. Government advice was 
always linked to the actual reactions among the villagers. 
Channels of communication were always open between 
local and regional levels. Leaf’s valuable ethnographic 
study has some suggestive insights for those interested in 
furthering the Green Revolution in the Third World. Much 
more ethnographic research needs to be done, however, 
to evaluate the successes and problems in implementing 
the Green Revolution. 

Case Study: Anthropological Research 
on Climate Change 
Anthropologists Donald Nelson and Timothy Finan have 
been doing ethnographic research on climate change and 
its consequences for a rural population in the state of 
Ceará in Northeast Brazil (2009a, 2009b). This region of 
Brazil has been subject to droughts and climate variability 
for many years. These anthropologists studied how these 
rural populations in Ceará were adapting to both the 
dramatic environmental and severe economic changes 
resulting from climate variability and drought conditions, 
as well as to the social, political factors and inequalities 
in the region. Drought conditions have been a constant 
feature of this semi-arid region for these people 
of Ceará or thousands of years. The anthropologists 
discovered that the government did provide some relief 
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from drought conditions however, for most of the time 
these rural farmers were in a condition they refer to as 
“persistent vulnerability.” The farmers actually preferred 
the periods of drought because the government did pro-
vide some relief from poverty and suffering. During the 
droughts, inadequate rain results in poor agricultural 
prospects and scarcities of water for drinking. Until the 
mid-twentieth century, the droughts led to massive star-
vation, epidemic diseases, and very high rates of mortal-
ity. The periods of drought became embedded within 
the cultural memories of these farmers of Ceará. 

The political dynamics in Ceará had developed as a 
long-term result of Portuguese colonialism and the pat-
tern of inequality of land patterns from the  fazendas
(plantations) that were developed throughout differ-
ent areas of Brazil. This pattern produced a system of 
patron-client relationships that were discussed in relation 
with Latin America in Chapter 14. This patronage system 
has existed for hundreds of years and has inhibited the 
manner in which local and national governments plan for 
drought conditions and provide assistance during peri-
ods of climate change for these farmers. Approximately 
2.5 million people are dependent on agriculture in this 
Ceará region, but only 15 percent of the agricultural land 
is irrigated, so climate change has a dramatic influence 
on the livelihood of the people. Unemployment, out- 
migration, and a lack of adequate education and health 
care are constant features of these people’s lives. At the 
same time, population tends to increase in this area. Cli-
mate change produced by the El Niño phenomena of 

1997–1998 had severe consequences for the farmers of 
Ceará. Current patterns in climate change, the variabil-
ity of rainfall and higher temperatures indicate that there 
will be more droughts in the future for the region. Due 
to population increases each drought period increases 
the need for more resources and relief from local and 
national government sources. Nelson and Finan suggest 
that as more climate changes occur, the patronage sys-
tem will have to give way to a more decentralized and 
democratic structure where the farmers will have much 
more decisive authority in making decisions about their 
circumstances and adaptations in the future. This will 
hopefully lead to more educational and non-agricultural 
opportunities and better health care (2009a, 2009b). 

The people of Ceará in Brazil 
have been dramatically in-
fl uenced by climate change. 
They meet to discuss these 
issues in their community. 

In a recent essay entitled “Anthropology and Global 
Warming,” Simon Batterbury indicates that many anthro-
pologists are becoming more engaged in local research 
on rainfall patterns and other related phenomena regard-
ing climate change (2008). He notes that anthropologists 
have organized international sessions on using indig-
enous knowledge from different areas of the world to 
account for patterns of climate change. Anthropologists 
such as Peter Castro (introduced in Chapter 1 as an ap-
plied anthropologist), David Brokensha, Dan Taylor, and 
Carla Roncoli are conducting ethnographic research on 
climate change in different areas of the world. Climate 
change is acknowledged as a major threat to the eco-
nomic, political, and cultural life of people throughout 
the world. Anthropological research is necessary to help 
develop solutions for peoples in vulnerable communities 
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who are impacted by climate variation. Anthropologists 
study the indigenous knowledge that local people main-
tain within their culture that often assists local and na-
tional governments in providing solutions for problems 
resulting from global climatic change. 

A Global Solution for Global Problems 
In June 1992 in Rio de Janiero, Brazil, representatives of 
178 nations gathered at what was known as the Earth 
Summit. These representatives tried to set the stage for 
managing the planet Earth through global coopera-
tion. The issues were the environment, climate change 
induced by the greenhouse effect and global warming, 
population growth, deforestation, the loss of biodiver-
sity, air and water pollution, and the threats of globaliza-
tion throughout the world. Although the Earth Summit 
was successful because it received so much international 
attention and created worldwide awareness of global 
issues, the specifics of how soon problems were going to 
be solved, how much it would cost, and who was going 
to pay became extremely complicated. 

A follow-up summit on climate change was held 
in Kyoto, Japan, in December 1997. The Kyoto Summit 
was organized by the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), which represents 
most industrialized countries of the world. The OECD is 
committed to helping its member countries move toward 
sustainable development for the planet’s life-support sys-
tem. The Kyoto Summit resulted in a protocol agreement 
endorsed by 110 countries to try to reduce greenhouse 
gases and stabilize atmospheric changes that would miti-
gate increasing global warming. 

The Kyoto Protocol established targets and set the 
stage for international monitoring of greenhouse gas 
emissions from various countries. It set a target of over-
all reduction of greenhouse gases of 5.2 percent from 
1990 levels by the year 2012. The European countries 
set a target of reducing their emissions by 8 percent, 
the United States by 7 percent, and Japan by 6 percent. The 
United Kingdom took it upon itself to set higher targets 
and committed itself to a 20 percent reduction of emis-
sions by 2010. Part of the agreement encouraged the 
industrial countries to become partners with the devel-
oping countries to help curb greenhouse gas emissions 
throughout the world. 

Not surprisingly, many leaders of developing coun-
tries blamed the industrialized countries for the prob-
lems. Leaders of developing countries view themselves as 
victims of industrialized countries. For example, the Rio 
Declaration was going to contain a statement of princi-
ples on deforestation that would legally prohibit develop-
ing countries from burning their tropical rain forests. The 
developing countries objected to this statement because 
it was unfairly focused on the tropical rain forests and 
included nothing regarding the deforestation of the old-
growth forests in the United States, Canada, and Europe. 

When a compromise could not be reached, the legally 
binding statement was scrapped for a weaker statement 
with no legal implications. 

In addition, the industrialized countries, including the 
United States, were very reluctant to participate in some 
issues. For example, with respect to global warming, 
Japan and the European community had established limits
on carbon dioxide emissions. In 2001, the United States 
dropped out of the Kyoto Summit agreement. The Bush 
administration claimed that the treaty was unacceptable 
because it would harm the U.S. economy. It contended 
that the cost of curbing greenhouse emissions from coal-
burning power plants and automobiles was too great a 
burden on the U.S. economy and would result in the loss 
of jobs and profits. The U.S. administration argued that 
the Kyoto agreement made exceptions for countries such 
as China and India, which did not have to reduce their 
emissions, although these countries were emitting sub-
stantial amounts of greenhouse gases. In 2009, a new Cli-
mate Change Summit based in Copenhagen met to agree 
on a new treaty to replace the Kyoto Protocol agreement. 
Though a document called the Copenhagen Accord was 
drafted that recognized that climate change was one of 
the greatest challenges facing the planet, the document 
was not legally binding and had no enforcement mecha-
nisms to reduce emissions worldwide. 

Many of the developing countries at the climate 
change summits believed that their number-one pri-
ority was economic survival, rather than saving the 
environment. Developing countries wanted to adopt in-
dustrialization as rapidly as possible to induce economic 
development. Although they agreed to some of the en-
vironmental mandates of industrialized countries, they 
did so only after requiring the industrialized countries to 
contribute large sums of money toward economic devel-
opments. This resulted in various conflicts between the 
“have” and “have-not” countries. 

The Sustainability Model 
Obviously, the problems resulting from globalization 
are extremely complex and are not going to be resolved 
without some sort of global unity. Anthropological re-
search in countries throughout the world has resulted 
in a perspective sometimes known as the sustainability 
model. The sustainability model suggests that societ-
ies throughout the world need environments and tech-
nologies that provide sustenance not only for the present 
generation, but also for future generations. This model 
encourages resource management that does not degrade 
the environment for future generations. The sustainability 
model is opposed to the logic-of-growth model, which 
assumes that economic and technological growth will in-
evitably bring progress. The sustainability model is more 
realistic in assessing environmental and technological 
change and recommends policy changes to inhibit prob-
lems that are induced by globalization. Some countries 
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are beginning to adopt this sustainability model of devel-
opment by limiting their emissions, curbing population 
growth, and cleaning up pollution. 

It must be recognized that the expansion of global 
multinational capitalism (see next page) is not the only 
source of environmental problems in the world. As we 
will see, the U.S.S.R. had far worse environmental pollu-
tion than the advanced capitalist industrialized societies 
of Europe, the United States, and elsewhere. However, 
anthropologists fully understand that these global prob-
lems cannot be solved by country-by-country solutions. 
The challenge for this generation is to provide a global, 
internationally based organizational context and sound 
scientific research for the resolution of these problems. 
Neglecting these global problems is bound to result in 
massive difficulties for the future of humanity. Anthropo-
logical research can help in assessing these problems and 
thereby promote the model of sustainability. 

Economic Trends 
As indicated in earlier chapters of this textbook, the con-
temporary global economy began with European expan-
sion in the mercantile and colonial periods. Since World 
War II, the participants in this world economic system 
have been classified (sometimes too simplistically) as 
core, semiperipheral, and peripheral countries, with the 
United States the leading core country. Trading and fi-
nancial institutions in the capitalist countries controlled 
the international organizations such as the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund. The industrial-
socialist countries of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union 
tried not to participate directly in the capitalist world eco-
nomic system and also tried to create their own client 
states in areas such as Cuba, Angola, and Afghanistan. By 
the 1980s, however, new economic developments were 
radically restructuring the world economic system. 

Multinational Corporations 
One of the major factors behind the emergence of the 
global economic network is the multinational corporation. 
In Chapter 12, we discussed multinational corporations as 
they have evolved in both the capitalist and the social-
ist worlds. In many ways, multinational corporations have 
opened the door for globalization by promoting the spread 
of technical and cultural knowledge to non-Western soci-
eties. In the modern era, multinational corporations have 
expanded to the point that some anthropologists consider 
them a new societal institution beyond the state. For ex-
ample, anthropologist Alvin Wolfe (1977, 1986) discussed 
how multinational corporations have integrated the manu-
facturing processes at a supranational level. Multinational 
corporations have reorganized the electronics, garment 
manufacturing, and automobile industries. Today, prod-
ucts might be manufactured in several different countries, 
with the financing and organization of labor and also the 

outsourcing carried out by the multinational corporation. 
Wolfe suggested that this process will continue. He predi-
cated that the multinational corporations will eventually 
assume the management of global affairs, and the nation-
states will disappear. 

Jobs and Growth: A Positive Assessment
Given their power and influence, multinational corpora-
tions have become highly controversial. With their tre-
mendous capital assets, they can radically alter a society. 
The neoliberal global policies of the 1990s assumed that 
multinational corporations could enhance global eco-
nomic development, thereby reducing poverty and hun-
ger. The World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
sought to expand these multinational corporations into 
Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, so as 
to bring capital and technology and to provide employ-
ment. From this vantage point, they create jobs and spur 
both short- and long-term economic growth. 

Neocolonialism: A Negative Assessment
Dependency theorists, as discussed in Chapter 13 on glo-
balization, suggest that multinational corporations have 
actually intensified the problems of developing coun-
tries. They contend that these corporations create ben-
efits for a wealthy elite and a small, upwardly mobile 
middle class, while the vast majority of the population 
remains in desperate poverty. Because the multinational 
corporations tend to invest in capital-intensive commodi-
ties, the majority of the population does not participate 
in the modernization of the economy. Furthermore, the 
entire society becomes dependent on corporations that 
are based outside the region, which inhibits the develop-
ment of self-sufficiency and a more diversified economy. 

According to this view, multinational corporations 
are simply the forerunners of a new form of  neocolonial-
ism, aimed at supplying the industrial world with natu-
ral resources and cheap labor. Multinational corporations 
based in core societies encourage peripheral societies 
to incur loans to produce a limited number of export-
oriented commodities, a process that creates a cycle of 
economic indebtedness and increased dependency. 
In contrast to the older forms of colonialism, the core 
countries do not incur the expenses of maintaining direct 
political control over these societies; rather, they keep the 
peripheral nations in a state of dependency and main-
tain indirect political control by making contributions and 
paying bribes to politicians. In certain cases, however, 
when core countries feel threatened by political develop-
ments in peripheral nations, they resort to direct military 
intervention.

In a recent essay, anthropologist Ismael Vaccaro de-
scribes how the development of what he calls hyper-
modernity and global capitalism have devastated many 
landscapes and communities throughout the world 
(2010). Vaccaro discusses how the managerial elites focus 
on reducing costs of labor and avoiding environmental 
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regulations in order to increase profits and this involves 
multinational corporations moving rapidly from one 
country to another and creating negatives consequences 
for the environment and various communities. He refers 
to the collapse of mining complexes, deforestation, de-
pleted fishing stocks, and crumbling industrial sites in the 
core and peripheral countries as consequences of these 
new developments in the postmodern global economy. 
These multinational corporate strategies disrupt the moral 
economies within the peripheral areas and ultimately re-
sult in dislocation, deindustrialization, and decay within 
the core countries. 

Case Study: The Potlatch Corporation An ex-
ample of what Vaccaro (2010) discusses in respect to the 
process of global economic expansion, hypermodernity 
and its consequences for peripheral countries can be seen 
in the case of the Potlatch corporation based in Western 
Samoa as studied by anthropologist Paul Shankman 
(1975, 1978, 1999). The corporation studied by Shank-
man was a large wood-product firm called the Potlatch 
Corporation, based in the Northwest Coast region of 
the United States and named after the famed redistribu-
tional exchanges of Native Americans in that region (see 
Chapter 10). The Potlatch Corporation surveyed the trop-
ical hardwood trees in a portion of Western Samoa and 
found a dozen species that could be used for furniture 
and veneers. To facilitate the leasing of large amounts of 
land in Western Samoa (bypassing traditional landholding 
arrangements), the Potlatch Corporation requested that 
the Samoan government set up an agency to act as a bro-
ker on behalf of the corporation. Potlatch eventually won 
a number of concessions from the Samoan parliament. 

Although Potlatch claimed to be committed to the 
economic development of Western Samoa, Shankman 
found that the monetary rewards from leasing the land 
did not prove to be as great as the people had expected. 
For example, Potlatch leased 28,000 acres of land for 
$1.40 an acre. In one project in which it leased land from 
a group of seven villages, the average yearly income 
from leasing amounted to less than $11 per person. Roy-
alties paid on cut timber were also low, amounting to 
4 cents per cubic foot, part of which was to go back 
to the government for reforestation. 

The Potlatch Corporation did provide jobs for three 
hundred people in Western Samoa, making it one of the 
island’s largest employers. Shankman discovered, how-
ever, that most of these people were formerly employed 
in agriculture, civil service, and light industry. Through the 
Potlatch projects, labor was simply shifted from other sec-
tors of the economy to forestry. Thus, Potlatch did not really 
create jobs; rather, it simply shifted them to new sectors. 

Shankman believed that Potlatch’s leasing policies 
would ultimately create a scarcity of land, forcing more 
peasants to produce on marginal land. Moreover, Shankman 
suggested that the inflated cost of living generated by 
the company, through higher wages, in addition to the 

negative consequences such as erosion of the rain for-
est caused by rapid lumbering, might result in long-term 
negative costs to the people of Samoa. 

Shankman also noted that the risks assumed by the 
people of Western Samoa were much greater than those 
assumed by the multinational corporation. If Potlatch 
was successful, it could recoup its initial investments very 
quickly. If it lost revenue, it could simply leave the area. In 
contrast, the peasants did not have any capital to fall back 
on if they lost their land. Moreover, they had to live perma-
nently with the economic, social, and ecological changes 
brought about by Potlatch’s policies. Eventually, the 
Potlatch Corporation pulled out of the region. As Shankman 
(1990, 2000) concluded, this rapid pullout of Potlatch dem-
onstrated a limited commitment to the people of Samoa. 

Other anthropologists are conducting research simi-
lar to Shankman’s. The consensus at this point appears to 
confirm his charges that the expansion of multinational 
corporations has created new forms of economic depen-
dency and neocolonialism. Thus, in the short run, the 
global changes wrought by multinational corporations 
appear to have had negative consequences for develop-
ing societies. Whether this will be true over the long run 
remains to be seen. 

In the case of the maquiladoras (multinational cor-
porations that moved into the border regions of Mexico, 
as described in Chapter 14), many of these companies 
have folded up production there as labor and environ-
mental costs have risen and have relocated in China 
and India. Mexico has lost some 500,000 manufacturing 
jobs to other lower-wage countries in just a few years. 
As China and India, through telecommunication and de-
veloping global media and technology, can produce at 
lower wages, many multinationals have moved and out-
sourced their manufacturing to those regions (Friedman 
2006). Thus, multinational corporations continue to look 
for means of reducing labor costs and enhancing prof-
its, which, at least in the short term, sometimes produces 
negative consequences for some of the developing coun-
tries of the world. 

Emerging Economic Trends 
Driven by new technological and scientific developments 
in areas such as biotechnology, telecommunications, mi-
croprocessor information systems, and other high-tech in-
dustrialization, the world economy continues to undergo 
rapid changes. The globalization of the world economy 
has produced a vast array of products and services in in-
terlocking markets. World trade has accelerated over the 
last few decades, stimulating greater economic interde-
pendency. These trends have resulted in a restructuring 
of the world economic system. 

Changes in Socialist Countries The globaliza-
tion of the economy has had traumatic consequences for 
the industrial, socialist-based economies of the countries 
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of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and for 
other peripheral socialist economies such as China and 
Vietnam. These state-administered economies did not 
produce the extensive economic development that they 
had promised. Government officials in these countries 
promoted five-year plans for economic development, but 
these plans did not lead to the production of prized con-
sumer goods or a higher standard of living. 

The late anthropologist Marvin Harris (1992) advo-
cated an approach that focused on the infrastructural 
problems in explaining the downfall of the socialist re-
gimes of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Harris 
suggested that the infrastructure, which encompasses the 
technological, economic, demographic, and environmen-
tal activities directed at sustaining health and well-being, 
always has a primary, determinant role in the functioning 
of a sociocultural system. The serious deficiencies and 
weaknesses in the infrastructure of the Soviet Union 
and the countries of Eastern Europe undermined the en-
tire fabric of society. For example, the basic energy sup-
ply, based on coal and oil production, became stagnant, 
and the generating plants for electricity were antiquated, 
leading to periodic blackouts and frequent breakdowns. 

Harris described how the agricultural and market-
ing system for the production and distribution of food 
resulted in severe shortages, delays in delivery, hoarding, 
and rationing. In addition, increasing problems with, and 
costs incurred by, industrial pollution led to the deterio-
ration of the socialist economies. According to Harris, the 
infrastructural deficiencies of these socialist systems had 
fundamental consequences for the basic health, safety, 
and ultimate survival of the people in these societies. 
These deficiencies eventually led to the societies’ sys-
temic breakdown. 

The industrial-socialist societies faced major eco-
nomic crises. Repeated failures in agriculture and industry 
led to frustration and unrest among the populace. Global 
communications with other societies, particularly those 
with much greater access to consumer goods, caused 
many people in socialist states to become frustrated with 
the inadequacy of their systems. These people began to 
question the aims and policies of their leaders. 

The Soviet Union: Perestroika and Glasnost
In the Soviet Union, Communist Party leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev responded to the people’s criticisms and the 
economic crisis facing the country by instituting a series 
of reforms and economic restructuring known as  pere-
stroika. In effect, this policy involved the reintegration 
of the Soviet Union into the world-capitalist system. New 
joint ventures with capitalist firms were undertaken; Mc-
Donald’s and other multinational corporations from the 
West and Japan were invited to participate in the Soviet 
economy. Soviet industrial corporations were reorga-
nized to emphasize competition and the maximization 
of private profits for individual firms. Wages and sala-
ries in Soviet industries were no longer controlled by the 

government; rather, they reflected market conditions and 
individual productivity. 

To carry out  perestroika, Gorbachev had to confront 
the bureaucratic elite that dominated the Soviet political 
economy (see Chapter 12). Because these reforms di-
rectly threatened the bureaucratic control of the politi-
cal economy, he faced much resistance from government 
officials. Some of these bureaucrats were ideologically 
committed to the Marxist–Leninist model of communism 
and did not want the Soviet Union integrated into the 
world-capitalist economy. Others believed that tinker-
ing with the economy with these reforms would induce 
more hardship for the Soviet people. For example, after 
the introduction of perestroika and the removal of gov-
ernment-controlled price restraints, the costs of food and 
other basic commodities skyrocketed. 

As a means of implementing his economic reforms, 
Gorbachev also called for glasnost, usually translated 
as “openness,” which involved the freedom to criticize 
government policies and officials. Newspapers and other 
media were allowed to express views that were in op-
position to Communist Party dictates.  Glasnost also per-
mitted greater political freedom of expression, as well as 
democratic elections and a multiparty political system. 
The policy of glasnost led to mass demonstrations against 
the Soviet government and eventually to criticism and the 
downfall of Gorbachev himself. 

As a result of the severe economic difficulties and 
subsequent political crises in the Soviet Union, many of 
the non-Russian republics began to declare sovereignty 
and independence. Regions such as Estonia, Lithuania, 
the Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, 
and Azerbai jan c u t  t h e i r 
political ties w i t h  t h e 
S o v i e t U n i o n . 

Mikhail Gorbachev. 
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Although Gorbachev attempted to frustrate these develop-
ments, sometimes with a show of military force, the Soviet 
empire began to collapse. Eventually, all of the non-Rus-
sian regions formed their own independent republics. The 
independent republics not only cut political ties, leaving 
the Russian republic by itself, but also began to restrict the 
export of their domestic commodities into Russia. 
This exacerbated the difficult economic conditions within 
the Russian state itself. 

The successor to Mikhail Gorbachev, Boris Yeltsin, at-
tempted to further the perestroika and glasnost policies of 
his predecessor. Yeltsin’s primary goal was to transform 
the remains of the state-managed centralized economy of 
Russia into an economy in which managerial and con-
sumer decisions are based upon market forces and the 
economy is in private hands. The Yeltsin government tried 
to radically restructure the political economy by ending 
price and wage controls, reducing or eliminating subsi-
dies to factories and farms, slashing military expenditures, 
introducing new taxes, and balancing the national budget. 

The United States and European economic lead-
ers supported these policies, which became known as 
“shock therapy.” This economic shock therapy had some 
positive consequences, but most economists agree that 
the peculiarities of the Soviet system were bound to pro-
long the process of economic reform. In the meantime, 
many Russians, who were accustomed to subsidies and 
government benefits, had to endure substantial hard-
ships. A number of Russian bureaucrats began to use 
their positions to acquire economic assets through ille-
gal maneuvers. Ponzi schemes, which used fake banks 
and financial institutions to gain large sums of capital 
from government organizations and the general popula-
tion, were prevalent during this “shock therapy” period. 
This resulted in the rise of a capitalist oligarchy or elite 
in the major industrial and media sectors of the economy 
(Titma and Tuma 2001; Chua 2003). In addition, a lack 
of knowledge of how capitalism, free labor, and the mar-
ket economy operate has resulted in major economic de-
clines in agriculture and industry. 

In 2000, Vladimir Putin, Yeltsin’s prime minister, 
was elected president of Russia, promising to continue 
the economic reforms and democratization of Rus-
sian society. In 2008, Dmitry Medvedev was elected 
president while Putin remained as prime minister. Un-
fortunately, currently the Russian government under 
Medvedev and Putin has become more authoritarian 
stifling some of the democratic tendencies. The ques-
tion now is whether the people of Russia can be pa-
tient enough to endure these political and economic 
difficulties and enable the economy to grow at a pace 
that will enhance the overall socioeconomic conditions 
for the majority of people, which might become the ba-
sis for more democratic developments. Anthropologists 
who are actively engaged in ethnographic research in 
Russia advocate more qualitative research, in addition 
to the quantitative statistical research that is often the 

primary method used by economists as they advise and 
consult with the Russian government and companies to 
enhance development. 

Eastern Europe Stimulated by the policies of per-
estroika and  glasnost, the Eastern European nations of East 
Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, 
Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia began reforms of their socialist 
political economies. These countries had been restricted 
to trading primarily with the Soviet Union and among 
themselves. In the German Democratic Republic (East 
Germany), mass demonstrations and migrations of people 
to West Germany led to the fall of the communist govern-
ment and the destruction of the Berlin Wall. Solidarity, a 
popular outlawed labor union led by Lech Walesa, toppled 
the government of Poland. Polish workers demanded eco-
nomic reforms and a better standard of living than that 
offered by the socialist model. Democratic elections led 
to Walesa becoming prime minister. Walesa subsequently 
visited the United States and other Western countries in 
search of foreign investment. Many of the Eastern Euro-
pean socialist-bloc societies actively sought reintegration 
into the world-capitalist economy as a means of stimulat-
ing both economic growth and democratic freedom. 

In a book entitled What Was Socialism, and What 
Comes Next (1996), anthropologist Katherine Verdery, 
who did most of her ethnographic work in the Eastern 
European country of Romania, summarized some of 
the problems and dilemmas facing this region. She wrote 
about how a different sense of time prevailed during the 
socialist period in Eastern Europe and how the new forms 
of capitalism and their industrial work rhythms, based 
upon progress and linear models, are disrupting these 
societies. Verdery noted that patterns of gender inequal-
ity based upon older patriarchal forms are reemerging 
in these postsocialist Eastern European countries. During 
the socialist period, gender relations were supposed to 
have been equalized. However, Verdery described how 
the socialist government in Romania reconfigured gen-
der roles, making women dependent on a patrilineal- 
paternalistic state. After the downfall of socialism, 
Romania, Poland, Hungary, and other postsocialist coun-
tries have been emphasizing a return to “traditional val-
ues” regarding gender, which positions the woman once 
again in the home and doing household chores. To some 
extent, this gender organization of postsocialist society 
defines housework as “nonwork.” As these Eastern Euro-
pean economies become more capitalistic, women will 
probably be drawn into the work force, but in the mean-
time, these women are returning to the older patriarchal 
forms of family life. 

In the final chapter of her book, Verdery commented on 
how the transformation of Eastern European and Russian 
societies may take a much different path toward capital-
ism than that of Western European and U.S. societies. 
The privatization of property there is likely to involve 
very different processes than in Western societies. 
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Former socialist leaders will undoubtedly use the legal 
and political process to develop economic opportuni-
ties for themselves as they transfer the state enterprises 
into private hands. Verdery suggested that black markets, 
organized crime, and the manipulation of the legal and 
state apparatus by former socialist bureaucrats will all have 
consequences for these postsocialist societies. The future 
of these postsocialist societies cannot be predicted based 
on models of how Western capitalist states developed. 

China Since Mao Zedong’s death, China, under lead-
ers such as Deng Xiaoping, has introduced many tenets of 
capitalism. Instead of relying on Communist Party cadre 
who wanted to instill egalitarian ideals, the new leader-
ship sought to develop leaders with technical, agricul-
tural, and scientific expertise. They encouraged students 
to obtain education in the United States and other West-
ern nations. They abolished the commune system and 
reorganized agricultural and industrial production based 
upon individual profits and wages for farmers and work-
ers. The Chinese government called for modernization 
in agriculture, industry, science, and defense. In order 
to spur economic growth, they created four special eco-
nomic zones (SEZs) in southern China near Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, and Southeast Asia (Zhu 2009). These SEZs be-
came very successful in expanding economic growth and 
the Chinese government expanded these trade zones 
to other areas. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has 
seen rapid growth of approximately 10 percent GDP 
per year for the last thirty years (Zhu 2009). The PRC 
has become the second largest economy in the world 
overcoming the economy of Japan and just behind that 
of the United States. However, uneven development and 
economic stratification between a new rich elite based in 
the urban areas and a rural population that makes up 60 
percent of the Chinese population is a major challenge 
for the PRC (Zhu 2009). 

Although promoting economic change, the Chinese 
government has not endorsed much political reform. This 
has been referred to as the Beijing Consensus, a model of 
economic development under tight political control of the 
Communist Party (Zhu 2009). Party bureaucrats remain 
entrenched in power and resist all pressure to relinquish 
their authority. The absence of political freedom resulted 
in mass demonstrations by students and others in Tianan-
men Square in Beijing in 1989. The Chinese government 
crushed this freedom movement with military force and 
has continued to repress any form of political dissent that 
threatens its authority. Whether economic development 
and reintegration into the world economic system can 
work in China without corresponding political freedom is 
a question that remains to be answered. 

Vietnam Confronted with leading one of the poor-
est countries in the world, the Vietnamese government 
in 1981 introduced a series of economic reforms called 
doi moi (“renovation”) (Pike 1990). Some of the younger 

politicians in Vietnam are calling for greater participation 
in the world economic system, the introduction of private 
enterprise, and individual material benefits in the form of 
wages and salaries. The Vietnamese reformers face the 
same problems as those in China and Russia. With their 
memories of their colonial experience and wars against 
the capitalist nations, conservative bureaucrats who are 
committed to Marxist–Leninist ideology oppose reinte-
gration into the world economic system. Reformers, in 
contrast, actively seek support from capitalist coun-
tries and the international community to pursue their 
economic liberalization policies and democratization. 
Recently, it appears that reformers are having the stron-
ger influence regarding state policies. For example, 
they were instrumental in the negotiations that resulted 
in the United States lifting its trade embargo against 
Vietnam in January 1994. This shift in U.S. policy has led 
to increasing trade and capitalist economic activity in 
Vietnam. Since then, some progress in industrialization 
and agricultural development has been significant; how-
ever, many of the conservative bureaucrats have resisted 
these reforms, which may threaten their bureaucratic 
power and authority (Scupin 2006b). 

Changes in the Core Societies: The United 
States and Japan The globalization of the world 
economy has also had dramatic effects on the core indus-
trial societies, such as the United States and Japan. The 
United States currently exports about one-fifth of its in-
dustrial production. This is double what it was exporting 
in the 1950s, and that proportion is rapidly increasing. 
About 70 percent of those exported goods compete di-
rectly with goods produced by other nations. Some U.S. 
states depend heavily on the international economy. For 
example, approximately one-half of the workers in Ohio 
work directly on exports such as tires and automobiles. 
Honda, the major automobile company in Japan, has a 
large plant in Marion, Ohio. Most American corporations 
now conduct business on a global level. Although the 
United States remains the world’s largest economy, with a 
gross national product twice the size of that of its nearest 
competitor, it no longer dominates as it did in the past. 
In fact, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the 
United States had one of the largest trade deficits and 
the largest foreign debt of any nation. 

In contrast, Japan has maintained a trade surplus. 
During the past several decades, the United States and 
Japan have engaged in global economic competition. 
This competition needs to be considered in the context 
of the world economic system. Anthropologists have 
long recognized that capitalism takes different forms in 
various areas of the world (Geertz 1963b; Ong 2006). The 
development of Japanese capitalism is very different from 
the capitalism of the United States. 

In the 1920s, in the early phases of Japanese industri-
alization, Japan’s population began to expand. Lacking ad-
equate natural resources such as fertile land, raw materials, 
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BRIAN HOEY: Ethnography 
in a Post-Industrial Society 

 Anthropologists at Work 

Brian Hoey 

B rian Hoey’s interest in anthro-
pology was solidifi ed during a 
yearlong, solo journey through 

Southeast Asia after completing his un-
dergraduate degree in human ecology. 
When he started his graduate program 
in anthropology a few years later, he 
was inspired by what he had learned 
informally while traveling in Indonesia. 
Much of Brian Hoey’s coursework and 
a year of ethnographic fieldwork in 
Indonesia were focused on issues 
of ethnic and religious identity, post- 
colonial nationalism, and nation build-
ing in a diverse, multicultural society. 
Specifically, he examined a govern-
ment resettlement program that had 
relocated mostly landless poor from 
densely populated urban centers to ru-
ral areas at the geographic margins of 
a vast country composed of thousands 
of islands. This process had been in-
stigated by the Dutch colonial authori-
ties prior to Indonesian independence. 
Hoey’s research was conducted in re-
location settlements developed as part 
of the “transmigration” program that 

aimed to lesson population pressures in 
places like the islands of Java and Bali 
while bringing more far-flung areas of 
the country under government control. 
The Indonesian government was trying 
to unify its very diverse populations that 
spanned over 3,000 miles encompass-
ing thousands of islands with different 
languages and cultures. 

Hoey’s recent research on post-
industrial society began with two years 
of ethnographic fieldwork in grow-
ing lakeside communities of northern 
Michigan that continued his earlier in-
terests in identity and migration. This 
project explored the phenomenon 
of urban to rural migration of middle-
class families that has led to unex-
pected population growth in some 
rural areas of the United States well 
outside the typical suburban devel-
opments of the twentieth century. He 
suggests that this migration is a con-
tinuation of normative American myths 
of starting over and the “frontier” rooted 
in the belief that we can remake our-
selves as individuals through sheer 
force of will. At the same time, lifestyle 
migration is a uniquely contemporary 
trend as working people respond to 

both the challenges and opportunities 
of a post-industrial economy based 
increasingly on temporary, contracted, 
and/or self-employed forms of work 
that are ever more highly information 
and technology driven. These Michigan 
migrants are sometimes downsized 
from what they felt would be the jobs of 
a lifelong career while others voluntarily 
“downshift” out of chosen career paths. 
In both cases, these post-industrial 

and energy supplies, Japan became increasingly dependent 
on imported food and other raw materials. To secure a food 
supply to support its growing population, the Japanese be-
gan to act as an imperial power in Asia, colonizing Korea 
and Taiwan and expanding into China. Japanese imperial-
ism in Asia was one of the direct causes of World War II. 

During its occupation of Japan following World War II, 
the United States encouraged the development of corpo-
rate capitalism. The U.S. government viewed Japan as a 
capitalist center that could be used to forestall the spread 
of communism in Asia. Some of Japan’s zaibatsu, wealthy 
family conglomerates, were broken up into smaller 
concerns. Others, such as the Mitsui and Mitsubishi 
families, were encouraged to invest in new equipment 
and technologies to induce rapid capitalist growth (Zhu 
2009). Large sums of U.S. capital were funneled into the 
Japanese government and corporations such as Sony to 
stimulate corporate capitalism. These policies led to the 
“economic miracle” in Japan that occurred in the 1960s. 

By the end of that decade, Japan had become one of the 
world’s leading exporters. 

The Japanese government, however, realized that it 
was still dependent on energy and food from other regions 
of the world. The government constantly reminded its 
population that Japan must “develop exports or die.” The 
government organized the Ministry of International Trade 
and Industry (M.I.T.I.) to mobilize industrial firms to export 
products such as automobiles and electronics to ensure a 
balance of funds to pay for the large quantities of food 
and energy that Japan imports. The M.I.T.I. helps finance 
Japan’s huge exporting corporations so that it can main-
tain a favorable balance of trade. By the late 1980s, Japan 
had a large trade surplus. However, it imported approxi-
mately eight tons of fuel, food, wood, and other raw ma-
terials for every ton of goods it exported. Beginning in 
the late 1990s, the Asian fiscal and monetary crisis had 
major devastating consequences for the Japanese econ-
omy, which are only recently being corrected. Japan lost 
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workers seek meaning that a world of 
work without commitment seemingly 
can no longer provide. For many, re-
location provides this meaning in part 
through personal attachment to partic-
ular geographic places high in natural 
amenities.

Hoey teaches anthropology at Mar-
shall University in West Virginia. He is 
currently applying his ethnographic 
research experience in Indonesia and 
Michigan to explore related themes 
in this West Virginia. As in the Michi-
gan towns where he did research 
among workers in the shadow of the 
downsizing of manufacturing in De-
troit, many parts of West Virginia are 
faced with increasing uncertainty and 
instability within the context of ongo-
ing deindustrialization. Like many other 
places, communities here find them-
selves adrift in a competitive, globaliz-
ing world in which they are required to 
aggressively attract physical and social 
capital, as well as population in order 
to succeed. What strategies might 
they follow to recovery as industries of 
earlier generations are shuttered? 

Despite a recent history of bleak 
conditions, Hoey fi nds that these West 

Virginia communities are ideal for ex-
amining innovative forms of work, en-
trepreneurship, community building, 
and the marketing of place according 
to new economic imperatives. These 
communities are also emerging cultural 
models that not only stand in sharp 
contrast to prevailing images of Appa-
lachia as uneducated and backward, 
but also challenge the dominant socio-
economic order of the Industrial Era. 
The predominant industrial model for 
encouraging investment, in-migration, 
and population retention has for some 
time relied on rolling back taxes and 
providing cheap land and labor in an 
attempt to entice a single large em-
ployer in what has been called “smoke-
stack chasing.” Increasing numbers of 
local activists in West Virginia, such as 
those forming the grassroots citizen 
action group “Create Huntington,” re-
ject these longstanding assumptions. 
Following alternative approaches, they 
advocate for preserving or enhancing 
quality of life in order to attract lifestyle 
migrants, the so-called creative class, 
interested in fi nding what many refer to 
as “livability” in the communities that 
they call home. 

This varied research experience 
has given Hoey valuable ethno-
graphic research opportunities. His 
work with Indonesian transmigrants, 
for example, offers insight into how 
he interprets the experiences of re-
locating professionals in his ethno-
graphic research involving downsized 
and downshifting workers. Specifi-
cally, ethnic Balinese transmigrants 
spoke of how they used their reloca-
tion to selectively edit out or enhance 
certain personal characteristics and 
even distinctive cultural elements that 
defi ned their group. Hoey was able to 
reveal an analogous process of edit-
ing among lifestyle migrants who re-
located in order to bring about what 
they felt was a necessary break from 
established personal ritual and rou-
tine. They used their deliberate act of 
relocation to redefi ne priorities and, in 
many cases, to get in touch with what 
they describe as a “true self,” quite 
apart from the career-driven selves that 
they attempted to leave behind. 

Explore the Concept on
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nearly half of its wealth and assets during the period from 
1997 to 2001. Undertaking major reforms in its corporate-
style economy and in its banking and financial practices, 
as well as reducing bureaucratic corruption, has helped 
Japan recover to some degree (McCreery and McCreery 
2006).

Both Japan and the United States, as well as other 
core capitalist countries, have become postindustrial soci-
eties, with a large component of their economy devoted 
to the service sector (see Chapter 12). At the same time, 
many of the basic manufacturing plants of these industrial 
economies are relocating into developing countries to ex-
ploit the cheaper labor supply. Thus, both Japan and the 
U.S. have been going through a de-industrializing pro-
cess. Japanese multinational corporations have relocated 
auto factories and other industries to developing Asian 
countries such as Indonesia and Thailand. Ford Motor 
Company has relocated an engine manufacturing plant in 
Mexico. As the core countries have become increasingly 

internationalized, economic interdependency accelerates. 
Some theorists believe that this interdependency may be-
come a key component in resolving conflict among na-
tions in the global village as the globalization of trade 
and the media continues (Wright 2000; Friedman 2006). 

The Semiperipheral NICs Another result of the 
globalization of the economy is the rise of the newly 
industrializing countries (NICs) from a peripheral to a 
semiperipheral status in the world economic system. In-
cluded here are the nations of South Korea, Hong Kong, 
Singapore, and Taiwan. Popularly known as the “Lit-
tle Dragons of Asia,” they compete with the economic 
might of Japan. Both Taiwan and Korea were colonies 
of Japan, whereas Hong Kong and Singapore were colo-
nies of Great Britain. As with other colonized nations, 
they became peripheral dependencies. These countries, 
however, are rapidly industrializing and have broken 
their bonds of dependency. In some industries, such as 
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electronics, these nations have marketed products that 
compete with those of core countries like Japan. 

The success of the NICs reflects the changing division 
of labor in the world economic system. As the multina-
tionals relocated some of their labor-intensive industries 
to low-wage regions, the NICs were able to absorb some 
of these jobs. Like Japan, their success is partially due 
to U.S. economic support. In particular, during the 1950s 
and 1960s, the United States viewed South Korea and 
Taiwan as part of the capitalist bloc in Asia. The United 
States invested large sums of capital and foreign aid in 
these countries, thereby enabling them to develop as 
capitalist centers. South Korea was heavily subsidized 
by United States capital in both industry and agricul-
ture to enhance its rapid growth in the 1960s and 1970s 
(Sorensen 2006; Zhu 2009). In addition, as in Japan, 
the governments in these countries directed the mod-
ernization of the economy through massive investment 
into export industries. The NICs have changed the con-
text of the world economy through low-cost production 
methods and aggressive marketing. They have created a 
unique niche in the world economic system by export-
ing products that compete directly with those produced 
by the core countries. In many cases, they have expanded 
their overseas markets through joint ventures with mul-
tinational firms based in core countries. In other cases, 
they have created their own multinational corporations. 
For example, NIC multinational corporations have be-
come global competitors as producers of semiconductors 
for electronic and computer equipment. The world’s larg-
est plastics firm is Formosa Plastics, based in Taiwan. The 
best-selling imported car in Canada is the Pony, made 
by Hyundai in South Korea. However, as in Japan, these 
countries went through major economic declines follow-
ing the Asian fiscal crisis of the late 1990s and are only 
recently recovering from those trends. 

One overall result of the global developments in the 
world economy is that economic inequalities have contin-
ued to increase within and among countries. The wealthy 
core countries have benefited most from economic 
growth, while the poor peripheral countries have become 
more disadvantaged. The standard of living has measur-
ably improved in the wealthy postindustrial economies. 
However, in different areas of the world, notably sub- 
Saharan Africa, life has become much more of a struggle. 
The neoliberal global economic strategies encouraged by 
wealthy countries, the World Bank, and the International 
Monetary Fund have not reduced poverty and hunger in 
many areas of the world. Most of the evidence suggests 
that these policies have only heightened economic prob-
lems and inequalities (Robbins 2005; Blim 2005). Anthro-
pologists continue to examine conditions at the local level 
to determine what consequences globalization has had 
for economic developments in different regions. Through 
this ethnographic research, anthropologists can better 
evaluate what kinds of policies work more effectively in 
enhancing the living standards of everyone. 

Political Trends 
As the world economy becomes more integrated, major 
political changes are taking place in the global net-
work. During the 1950s, some modernization theorists 
(Chapter 13) predicted that the various nations would be-
come very similar as they were brought closer together in 
the global economy. People everywhere would share 
the same goods and services and eventually the same 
cultural values. This similarity would set the stage for a 
unified world government. Certain current trends indicate 
that such a movement may be taking place; for exam-
ple, in 1999, fifteen European countries agreed to accept 
the Euro as the form of currency in order to facilitate 
trade and to help develop a unified European economy. 
More countries have been added to the European Union 
(EU) since that time. The EU covers some 1.2 million 
square miles and contains 375 million people speaking 
11 different languages. It is currently the largest market 
in the world, and its gross domestic product (GDP) rivals 
that of the United States. 

In addition, a unified European Parliament has been 
established, and Europeans no longer need passports to 
travel among the various countries. Some Europeans are 
beginning to think of themselves as “Europeans,” rather 
than Italians, Greeks, Germans, Irish, or British. Perhaps 
the nation-state may be giving way to larger political or-
ganizations and processes in future political evolution. At 
the same time, however, other political tendencies seem 
to indicate movement in the opposite direction; in many 
areas, the nation-state appears to be fragmenting along 
linguistic, ethnic, and religious lines. 

In considering these global political trends, many 
anthropologists suggest that the nation-state is too small 
for the immense problems in the world political econ-
omy: capital flows, economic development, manage-
ment of technology, environmental and demographic 
trends, production of commodities, and labor problems. 
Organizations such as the United Nations, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), and the European Union (EU) and 
the multinational corporations appear to be in the pro-
cess of displacing the nation-state in the management of 
the global economy. Although the United Nations has 
not been effective in producing an international consen-
sus on global problems, it may become more important 
in the future. 

At the same time, the nation-state may be too large 
to care for the different needs of people at the local level. 
Government officials representing the nation-state may 
not have enough contact with the populace in local areas 
to respond to their needs, which can range from hous-
ing and food to the opportunity to express their cultural 
values. One sign of the fragmentation of the nation-state 
into smaller components is the increase of ethnic and 
religious tensions at the local level (Scupin 2011a). 
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Ethnic Trends 
Ethnic unrest and tension are prevalent in today’s world. 
Newspapers and television news are rife with stories 
about ethnic violence among the peoples of the former 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, Africa, Sri Lanka, India, 
Ireland, the Middle East, and the United States. 

Anthropologists have been systematically examin-
ing ethnicity since the 1960s. As we saw in Chapters 3
and 9, an ethnic group is a collectivity of people who 
believe they share a common history and origins. Mem-
bers of ethnic groups often share cultural traits such as 
language, religion, dress, and food. Today, as we saw 
in Chapters 14 and  15, the countries of Latin America, 
Africa, the Caribbean, the Middle East, and Asia are 
plural societies that contain many ethnic groups. 

As globalization occurs, with its rapid integration of 
nation-states, markets, and information technology, and as 
the management of economic and political development 
goes to the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, 
the EU, the United Nations, and large multinational corpo-
rations, many people at the local level feel threatened by 
these global processes. Citizens of various countries lose 
faith in their government’s abilities to represent their inter-
ests in these pluralistic societies. These globalization pro-
cesses often exacerbate ethnic tensions and conflicts. 

In previous chapters, we looked at the development 
of ethnonationalist movements in Latin America, the 
Caribbean, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. As we saw, 
these ethnonationalist movements, such as the Zapatista 
movement in southern Mexico, were to some extent a 
result of earlier colonial policies and new trends in glo-
balization such as NAFTA and trade agreements between 
nation-states. Many ethnic groups have expressed a desire 
to return to a more simple way of life and traditional cul-
ture and behavior. They distrust the new global managers 
and nation-state bureaucrats whom they perceive as not 
having their local interests in mind, and these ethnon-
ationalist movements are a reaction to these globalization 
tendencies. Restoring ethnic autonomy is sometimes seen 
as a strategy to rectify the globalization process. 

The revival of local ethnic tendencies and identi-
ties is developing in the West, as well as in non-Western 
countries. Anthropologists are studying the ethnic resur-
gence of the Scots and why they want more indepen-
dence in the United Kingdom, as well as why Quebec 
wants to separate from the rest of Canada (Handler 1988; 
Cohen 1996; Buchignani 2011; Ballinger 2011). These lo-
cal ethnic movements for autonomy and separatism are 
a response to the weakening of older nation-state loyal-
ties, induced by globalization. As globalization is fraught 
with anxieties and produces uncertainties in structures 
and institutions and as it develops in anarchic, haphazard 
fashion, carried along by economic, technological, and 
cultural imperatives, the ethnic group becomes the ref-
uge for people who feel as if they have no control over 
these new forces. 

Religion and Secularization 
Just as ethnic trends have created contradictory political 
trends, there are ongoing contradictory religious trends in 
the context of globalization. In  Chapter 12, on industrial 
and postindustrial societies, we discussed the process 
of secularization. Generally, traditional religious beliefs 
and rituals become separated from economic, social, and 
political institutions in industrial societies, and religion 
becomes a private affair for many people. 

After the Enlightenment, social thinkers such as Au-
guste Comte and Karl Marx, as well as early anthropolo-
gists, predicted that as societies became increasingly 
industrialized and modernized, secularization would 
eradicate religious institutions and beliefs. They believed 
that this was an inevitable development. However, al-
though secularization has occurred, religion has not 
disappeared in these societies and it is certainly not an in-
evitable development (Cannell 2010; Asad 2003). Gener-
ally, it is the case that European societies tend to be more 
secular than the United States, however, in countries like 
France there are different interpretations of what secular 
means (Bowen 2008, 2009). The Enlightenment philoso-
phers and revolutionaries in France and other countries 
in Europe were reacting to the religious wars and con-
flicts in Europe throughout the medieval and Renaissance 
periods. However, in many countries—including the 
United States, where there was much less religious con-
flict and much more religious freedom—there were no 
major violent conflicts among religious groups. Even in 
the Soviet Union and Poland, where government authori-
ties prohibited religious beliefs and institutions, religion 
remained a vital force. 

To some extent, religious institutions have survived 
in industrial societies because religious leaders have 
emphasized many of the cultural values—for example, 
nationalism—espoused by other institutions. In addition, 
the persistence of religion may be a product of the sec-
ularization process itself. Many recent religious revivals 
have occurred in those societies that have been most af-
fected by modernization. We saw this in  Chapter 15 in 
the case of the Iranian Islamic revolution. As globaliza-
tion introduces sweeping political, social, and ideological 
changes, many traditional beliefs and values are chal-
lenged. To cope with these destabilizing transformations, 
many people are reemphasizing traditional cultural val-
ues, including religion. For example, the fundamentalist 
movements in North America, whether Catholic, Jewish, 
or Protestant, can be partially understood as a reaction 
against secularization and modernization. For example, 
anthropologists Kathleen Stewart and Susan Harding 
have been addressing the emergence of Christian fun-
damentalist movements that have arisen in the United 
States (1999). Other anthropologists have been studying 
Buddhist, Hindu, and Islamic fundamentalism in other 
parts of the world (Scupin 2003, 2008b; Weisgrau 2008; 
Antoun 2000). 



392 Chapter 17 �  Contemporary Global Trends

 Applying Anthropology 

World Migration 
and Refugees 

I t has been estimated that some 
100 mil l ion people are migrat-
ing from their homelands to other 

countries. Of this number as of 2009, 
about 27 million are considered refu-
gees and another 43 million have fl ed 
violence, drought, and environmental 
destruction (UN News Center 2010). 
The vast majority of the migration and 
refugee problems involve Africa, Latin 
America, the Middle East, and Asia. 
However, during the 1990s, thou-
sands of refugees in Europe, primar-
ily from Bosnia and Kosovo, began a 
forced migration out of their home-
lands. Although some of the migrants 
and refugees came to wealthier coun-
tries in North America or Europe, 
the majority marked time or tried to 
carve out a new existence in under-
developed regions. Approximately 
87 percent of the 27 million refugees 
are residing in underdeveloped coun-
tries, countries that have rapidly grow-
ing populations and severe economic 
and environmental problems. 

A number of anthropologists are 
actively engaged in research proj-
ects and planning activities directed 
at resolving some of the basic prob-
lems that confront refugee popula-
tions (Colson 2003). An organization 
known as the Committee on Refugee 
Issues (CORI) has developed as a di-
vision of the American Anthropological 
Association to sponsor and encour-
age research and problem-solving 
projects among refugee populations. 
Various anthropologists are studying 
the Southeast Asian migrants who 
came to the United States follow-
ing the Vietnam War: refugees from 
Vietnam, Laos, and Kampuchea 
(Cambodia). Most of these anthropolo-
gists are actively involved in attempting 
to help these refugees adapt to condi-
tions in the United States. 

Anthropologist Pamela De Voe 
exemplifies today’s applied anthro-
pological work with refugee popula-
tions. She has been doing research 
and working among refugees for 
thirty years beginning with research 
among Southeast Asian (Vietnam-
ese, Sino-Vietnamese, and Lowland 
Lao) refugees in the St. Louis area. 
Her research considered both sides 
of the adjustment dynamic: the new-
comers’ side and the host country’s 
side. She found that Southeast Asian 
refugees entered the work force at 
the unskilled and semiskilled levels 
almost immediately after arriving in 
the United States. This was true no 
matter what the previous education 
or expertise level was of the newly 
arrived refugee. This pattern contin-
ues to today among most of the in-
coming groups and is due in part to 
two dominant reasons: 1) a lack of 
English expertise, and/or 2) a mis-
match of education or certification 
requirements. 

While research formed one as-
pect of De Voe’s involvement with 
the ever-growing diverse refugee 
populations, she eventually began 

working more directly with these 
communities and their members as 
they struggled to provide a safe and 
secure home for their families, to be 
as successful in their own work as 
was possible, to maintain a sense of 
continuity with their own cultural val-
ues, and to integrate into the larger 
American community around them. 
Through continued research and 
a direct, working relationship with 
the multiethnic refugee population 
through educational and resettlement 
institutions, De Voe found that long-
term problems at home, as well as 
at school and work, persisted due to 
miscommunication. In spite of good 
will on all sides, miscommunication 
continued to cause conflict within 
refugee families and communities 
and between members of refugee/
immigrant communities and members 
of the larger community. Working 
in tandem with influential leaders 
within these communities, she (origi-
nally through a local resettlement 
organization and a university) set 
up a community mediation training 
program for immigrant leaders. The 
trained mediators represented at 

A Darfar refugee camp in the Sudan 
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least 26 different countries and were 
influential leaders within their com-
munities, regardless of gender, age, 
literacy level, or English speaking abil-
ity. De Voe continues to work with this 
group through the Ethnic Mediation 
Council of St. Louis, which provides 
a net-working organization for the 
multiethnic mediators, as well as an 
on-going source for professional me-
diation development (De Voe 2008). 

De Voe’s work as an applied an-
thropologist over the past 30 years 
provides an example of the trajectory 
of many within the fi eld. Her work has 
included a combination of research; 
workshops and seminars on multi-
cultural issues (including multicultural 
communication) for those in health 
care, business, educational, and se-
curity (i.e., police) fields; and practi-
cal assistance for the local refugee/
immigrant communities. 

O the r  an th ropo log i s t s  have 
been using their research skills and 
problem-solving techniques to assist 
migrants who have been detained 
in refugee camps in different parts 
of the world. Anthropologist Nancy 
Donnelly (1992) studied the Vietnam-
ese refugees who had been confi ned 
in detention centers in Hong Kong. 
Vietnamese refugees have been 
coming to Hong Kong as asylum 
seekers since the end of the Vietnam 
War. Since 1979, about 180,000 men, 
women, and children have arrived in 
Hong Kong in boats. Approximately 
64,000 remain in refugee detention 
camps awaiting acceptance by other 
countries. In 1989, Hong Kong at-
tempted to force some of the refugees 
to return to Vietnam, but international 
pressure forced Hong Kong to reverse 
its policy, and it has focused instead 
on assisting refugees to return volun-
tarily if they wish to do so. 

Donnelly conducted her research 
in 1991, v is i t ing thir teen deten-
tion camps and agency offices that 

manage the camps in Hong Kong. 
She found that most of the camps 
are much like prisons and are strictly 
controlled by the Correctional Ser-
vices Department in Hong Kong. As 
many as three hundred people live 
together in Quonset huts that are sur-
rounded by double chain-link fences 
topped by barbed wire. These camps 
contain Vietnamese who are wait-
ing for screening to determine their 
eligibility for resettlement. They have 
little to do most of the time. Camp 
life is described as rule-bound and 
boring, punctuated by occasional 
violent episodes. In general, Donnelly 
found that these refugees are treated 
as criminals. On the other hand, 
Donnelly found that for most of the 
refugees their status in the camps 
was preferable to their lives in Viet-
nam; everyone expressed hopes re-
garding freedom and a better life. 

Drawing on anthropological re-
search, Holly Ann Williams (1990) at-
tempted to highlight general trends 
for family situations of people de-
tained in refugee camps. In the initial 
decision-making stages of choosing 
to flee one’s country, refugee fami-
lies often face upheaval, disruption, 
disorientation, and possible death 
for friends and family members. The 
breakdown of customary family roles 
and the new, unfamiliar patterns of 
social organization often result in 
multiple stresses. In some cases, 
extended family units fragment into 
smaller nuclear units to safeguard 
resources and food. In other cases, 
when families are fleeing war con-
ditions, males stay behind as re-
sistance fighters. This leads to the 
development of many female-headed 
households in the refugee camps. 
The vast majority of the refugees in 
camps in Third World societies are 
women and children. 

Once situated in the camps, scarce 
resources, limited food, communicable 

diseases, minimal health care, and 
overcrowding place more stress on 
the families. Families are crowded into 
living quarters with little privacy, often 
leading to increased marital and fam-
ily conflicts, including more cases 
of wife and child abuse. Within the 
camps, refugee families experience a 
loss of control over their destiny; they 
describe camp life as a waste of time, 
meaningless, and pacifying. 

Despite this loss of autonomy and 
self-determination and the conse-
quent disintegration of the family unit, 
Williams reported that in many cases 
the individuals often try to re-create the 
family structure as a basis of social 
support. Women begin to develop 
the new leadership roles, economic 
responsibil it ies, and coping skil ls 
required for family maintenance in 
the camps. Although women experi-
ence more hardship than men in refu-
gee camps, often being subjected to 
personal violence, rape, and abduc-
tion, they are sometimes able to as-
sume leadership roles and create 
social support for family members. 

Williams, who completed her spe-
cific research on Cambodian refu-
gees, called on anthropologists to do 
more research on family dynamics 
in refugee camps to better under-
stand these coping mechanisms. The 
United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) is responsible 
for ensuring that refugee camps main-
tain minimum health and safety stan-
dards. Anthropologists are engaged in 
studies that provide information and 
problem-solving strategies that can 
be used by various voluntary agen-
cies and UN offi cials to help improve 
the lives of refugees confi ned to these 
camps. This has become an increas-
ingly important project for anthropolo-
gists who can use their knowledge 
and research techniques in solving 
various global problems (Malkki 1995; 
Lubkemann 2004). 
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 Anthropologists At Work 

HENRY MUNSON: 
The Study of Religious 
Fundamentalism

W hen Henry Munson was 
young ,  he  though t  he 
wanted to be a writer or 

fi lmmaker. But eventually, he decided 
that being a professor would be a 
more secure way of making a living. 
As an undergraduate at Columbia 
University, Munson studied linguistics. 
He completed a M.A. in linguistics at 
the University of Chicago in 1973. But 
he was disappointed in linguistics be-
cause it seemed to be “dry” and far 
removed from the real world of fl esh-
and-blood people. It appeared to 
him that there was usually no way of 
testing whether the elegant analyses 
produced by linguists actually cor-
responded to what was going on in 
people’s minds. So for these reasons, 
Munson decided to switch to what 
he assumed would be a more solidly 
empirical fi eld that dealt with what real 
people actually think and do. He hesi-
tated between history and cultural an-
thropology, and eventually chose the 
latter primarily because he thought his 
linguistics background would help him 
more in this fi eld. It did. 

Later, Munson studied Arabic at the 
American University in Cairo to prepare 
for fieldwork in the Middle East. He 
obtained his Ph.D. in Anthropology at 
the University of Chicago in 1980 after 
doing fieldwork in Morocco. His Mo-
roccan fieldwork resulted in two ma-
jor ethnographic studies: The House 
of Si Abd Allah: The Oral History of a 

Moroccan Family and  Religion and 
Power in Morocco. Later, Munson 
wrote a general book,  Islam and Revo-
lution in the Middle East that covered 
the Islamic revolution in Iran as well as 
other Islamic revolutionary movements. 

Munson’s research has focused 
largely on the relationship between 
Islam and politics, although in recent 
years he has focused more on the 
comparative study of militant religious 
conservatism or what has been termed 
“fundamentalism.” He has written nu-
merous articles on this topic including 
the recent “‘Fundamentalisms’ Com-
pared” (2008). He has tried to show 
that militant Islamic movements often 
articulate nationalistic and social griev-
ances, just as Marxist movements 
used to articulate nationalistic and so-
cial grievances that had nothing to do 
with Marxist ideology per se. Munson 
believes that this fact has often been ig-
nored by government offi cials and has 
often resulted in failed foreign policies. 

While Munson stresses the na-
tionalistic, anti-imperialist, and anti-
colonial ist dimensions of Islamic 
fundamentalism, he has also criticized 
some of fellow Middle East specialists 
for glossing over the reactionary fac-
ets of some forms of “political” Islam. 
He argues that as anthropologists we 
need to avoid both idealization and 
demonization when studying Islamic 
movements. 

One o f  the main  po in ts  that 
Munson stresses in his recent writing 
and research is the seemingly obvi-
ous fact that religion is a highly mal-
leable phenomenon; it changes as 

the societies in which it is embedded 
change. Thus, for people to cite pas-
sages extolling violence against the 
“Other” in Islamic, Jewish, or Chris-
tian sacred texts written thousands 
of years ago to prove that religion—
or a specific religion—is inherently 
violent is nonsensical. Religious be-
lievers read their sacred texts selec-
tively, focusing on those passages 
that appear to conform to their val-
ues while ignoring or reinterpreting 
those passages that do not. Munson 
asks: How many American ministers 
defend slavery today? Yet, defenses 
of slavery as a biblically-sanctioned 
Chr is t ian inst i tu t ion were com-
monplace in the South in the early 
nineteenth century—as were con-
demnations of slavery by abolitionist 
ministers in the North. Munson em-
phasizes that religions are not static 
and are always subject to re-inter-
pretations as societies change. 

Henry Munson 

Explore the Concept on

myanthrolab.com

As people recognize that globalization is not inci-
dental to their lives, but rather is a recognizable trans-
formation in their everyday circumstances, they draw on 
religious substance as a means of restoring power over 
their lives. The reconstruction and reinvigoration of their 
religious identity give some people a sense of greater 
control in what appears to be a “runaway” world. Funda-
mentalist religious movements articulate the uncertainties 
and distress brought about by expanding globalization 

and advocate alternative ways of organizing life on a 
more localized level. 

The Role of Anthropology 
Although the political, ethnic, and religious trends dis-
cussed in this chapter are essentially global, they also 
obviously affect people on the local level. Not surpris-
ingly, therefore, cultural anthropologists are actively 
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documenting the local responses to global political and 
religious trends of people in the agricultural regions of 
Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and nonstate 
societies, as well as in industrialized and postindustrial-
ized societies. Cultural anthropologists have recorded the 
various dislocations of global political and religious pro-
cesses in these societies and the ways in which people 
have attempted to cope with these global changes. The 
continuing agony of separatist, ethnic, and religious con-
flicts in Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka, and elsewhere threat-
ens people throughout the world. In addition, many 
cultural anthropologists are conducting ethnographic re-
search on recent religious trends among Christian charis-
matic and millennial fundamentalist movements in Latin 
America and elsewhere that have resulted from globaliza-
tion (Robbins 2005). As we have seen in earlier chapters, 
anthropologists are conducting extensive ethnographic 
research in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia on recent 
religious developments. 

The tragedy of 9/11 in the United States reflected 
partially the most violent, disruptive expression of the 
reaction to global trends within the Islamic world. Of 
course, the causes of these violent expressions such as 
9/11 and other terrorist developments throughout the 
world can never be justified by an understanding of 
some of the global causes and reasons for these de-
velopments. In the post–September 11th United States, 
the terms  apocalyptic and  millennial are often invoked 
in the context of terrorist threats from the “outside.” 
Numerous media discussions have employed these 
terms, already made familiar to Americans, to ex-
plain the attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon. Unfortunately, explanation too often goes no 
further than a facile application of long-misunderstood 
labels and stereotypes. Media characterizations are of-
ten too simplified to add to our understanding of these 
global and religious trends and conflicts. For example, 
as noted in Chapter 13, Samuel Huntington, a politi-
cal scientist at Harvard University, wrote an influential 
book entitled The Clash of Civilizations and the Remak-
ing of the World Order (1996) that continues to reso-
nate with many people in the West and other regions of 
the world. Huntington argued that a unitary “Western 
civilization and culture” is at odds with “Islamic civiliza-
tion and culture,” “Hindu civilization and culture,” and 
“Confucian civilization and culture.” He envisions these 
primordial ethnic and regional blocs as fragmenting the 
world order and resulting in more conflict and instabil-
ity throughout the world. Huntington’s views were re-
inforced in many Western and American minds, as well 
as in Muslim and Asian societies, as the tragedy of 9/11 
unfolded. 

However, as mentioned in  Chapter 13 of this text-
book, the anthropologists who have conducted re-
search in the regions discussed by Huntington have 
produced a much different picture of ethnic rela-
tions and civilizations. Each of these regions contains 

tremendous internal ethnic diversity, and these many 
different groups are pursuing a wide range of economic-, 
political-, and religious-based goals and aspirations. 
As emphasized earlier in our discussions of culture and 
ethnicity ( Chapters 3 and  9), these supposedly fixed 
“real” ethnic cultures and civilizations are in flux, pro-
ducing plural, diverse, and continual dynamic change. 
Ethnic identities and civilizations are not static and sta-
ble. Processes of globalization and local-level political 
and economic processes are reproducing a constant tug 
of ethnic and national identity, along with the weaken-
ing of those identities and commitments among many 
different people within societies around the world. 
Terrorist-minded and reform-minded peaceful groups 
are constantly in competition with one another in these 
different regions. Anthropologists also find many bases 
for pluralistic, democratic institutions within these dif-
ferent areas of the world that could sustain more demo-
cratic and pluralistic tendencies (Hefner 2000; Eickelman 
and Piscatori 2004; Scupin 2006, 2008b). 

As cultural anthropologists continue to develop a 
more comprehensive understanding and explanation of 
these ethnic and global processes through intensive re-
search, the “clash of civilizations” thesis appears as a 
caricatured and stereotypical image that produces more 
distortion and simplification than what more informed, 
on-the-ground ethnographic research indicates. In 
many societies influenced by global trends, existing in-
stitutions such as the nation-state have not been able 
to manage these new ethnic and religious conflicts and 
developments. Perhaps by understanding the specific 
aspirations of these different peoples through ethno-
graphic research, national governments and the inter-
national community will be more responsive to the 
local and diverse needs and interests of these peoples. 

As anthropologists identify the cultural variations 
that hamper international coordination, they may help 
to contribute to the reduction of ethnic and religious 
tensions worldwide. Anthropologist John Bennett 
(1987) recommended that anthropologists synthe-
size their local studies (the micro level) with stud-
ies of global conditions (the macro level) to identify 
trends that militate against international cooperation 
and peaceful harmony. As we will see in the follow-
ing chapter, many anthropologists are trying to ap-
ply their knowledge of their ethnographic research to 
help improve human rights, promote economic and 
educational developments, and enhance other political 
reforms to produce more stable and harmonious com-
munities both locally and globally. 

Anthropologists should make a concerted effort to 
understand the underlying historical and cultural moti-
vations that contribute to ethnic and religious conflicts. 
In doing so, they may aid in humankind’s understand-
ing of its existence and the need for future cooperation, 
interfaith dialogue, and peace within the expanding 
global village. 
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Summary
Global technological, environmental, and demographic 
changes have led to two different perspectives: one  pes-
simistic and the other  optimistic. Pessimists predict that 
population growth and expanded industrialism will result 
in global economic collapse. Optimists tend to see hu-
man creativity and technological solutions as the salva-
tion for humanity. Both the pessimistic and the optimistic 
views are probably exaggerated. Anthropologists are ac-
tively examining specific cases regarding the adoption of 
mechanized agriculture and reforestation projects to un-
derstand better these worldwide problems. 

Numerous global trends are altering the way of life in 
all societies. Technological changes resulting from industri-
alism have increased the consumption of energy and other 
raw materials. Perhaps, new forms of energy and hybrid 
vehicles will reduce the reliance on these scarce energies. 
Environmental changes induced by globalization—
new agricultural developments, the greenhouse effect, 
the depletion of the ozone layer, and atmospheric pol-
lution—are creating new problems that may threaten the 
existence of our planet. Population growth has declined 
in the core countries and has risen in many peripheral 
underdeveloped societies because of a combination of 
reduced mortality rates and continued high birth rates. 
However, with improved health conditions and new op-
portunities for women, it appears that the population 
trends are slowing globally. 

Various global economic trends have developed in 
recent decades. Multinational corporations are creating 

more economic interdependency among nations. While 
ethnographic research indicates that the changes intro-
duced by these multinational corporations may not al-
ways generate economic development immediately in 
developing societies, perhaps in the long term, economic 
growth may be positive. Other global economic trends 
include the reintegration of socialist societies into the 
world-capitalist system. Russia, Eastern Europe, China, 
and Vietnam are abandoning orthodox forms of socialism 
to join the world-market system. 

The core countries such as the United States and 
Japan compete with one another in the global economy. 
This competition has resulted in the expansion of multi-
national corporations into various areas, leading to a new 
global division of labor. Countries such as South Korea 
and Taiwan have been moving from peripheral to semi-
peripheral status in the world-market system. 

In contrast to global economic interdependency 
and modernization, political, ethnic, and religious trends 
often move in the opposite direction. Ethnic separatist 
movements often divide people, making the promo-
tion of national goals difficult. Religious fundamentalist 
movements often result from the rapid modernization 
processes that are perceived as eroding traditional cul-
tural and religious beliefs, sometimes resulting in terror-
ism that partially explains the 9/11 tragedy in the United 
States (but does not justify it in any way). Anthropologi-
cal studies of these trends may help improve our under-
standing of both local aspirations and global processes. 
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Questions to Think About
 1.  What is the doomsday model (neo-Malthusian 

approach)? How does it differ from the logic-of-
growth model? 

 2.  In your view, what are the positive and negative 
consequences of globalization? 

 3.  What is the demographic-transition theory? Do you 
think that this model applies to all cultures in the 
world?

 4.  Why is there concern over the loss of biodiversity? 

 5.  How can an anthropologist make a difference in the 
changing world of today? Or is the world in need 
of engineers and technicians who can invent new 
ways of solving problems? That is, how can the 

anthropological perspective be used to examine 
global issues such as overpopulation, deforestation, 
global warming, and the loss of biodiversity? 

 6.  What types of unanticipated problems has the 
implementation of the Green Revolution caused in 
areas where it was introduced? Are there any suc-
cess stories, or is the verdict all negative? 

 7.  What is the global economy? What types of changes 
have occurred in the world recently that are related 
to the globalization of the world economy? 

 8.  What types of contributions can anthropologists 
make by studying ethnic conflict and religious 
movements?
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agribusiness
biodiversity 
demographic-transition
theory 

doubling time 
greenhouse effect 

Green Revolution 
logic-of-growth model 

sustainability model 
zero population growth 
(ZPG)

Key Terms 

For further information about topics covered in this chap-
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Chapter Questions 

� What types of projects are conducted by applied 
anthropologists? 

� What are the different roles of applied anthropologists 
in various projects? 

� What type of research is identifi ed with medical 
anthropology? 

� How are archaeologists involved in applied 
anthropology? 

� How have applied anthropologists become involved 
in human rights research?

some circles that practical anthropology is fundamentally 
different from theoretical or academic anthropology. The 
truth is that science begins with application. . . . What is 
application in science and when does ‘theory’ become 
practical? When it first allows us a definite grip on empiri-
cal reality” (1945:5). 

The work of many anthropologists can be seen as ap-
plied in some sense. In an overview of applied anthropol-
ogy, Erve Chambers (1985) classified the different roles of 
applied anthropologists. Although he was primarily con-
cerned with the applied aspects of cultural anthropology, 
his observations are equally relevant to the work of physi-
cal anthropologists and archaeologists. One role noted by 
Chambers is that of representative, in which the anthropol-
ogist becomes the spokesperson for the particular group 
being studied. Anthropologists at times have represented 
Native American communities in negotiations with state 
and federal authorities, mining companies, and develop-
ment organizations. Anthropologists can also be seen as 
facilitators. In this capacity, anthropologists actively help 
bring about change or development in the community 
being researched. For example, they may take a proac-
tive, participatory role in economic or social change to 
improve medical care, education, or public facilities. An 
alternative position is the  informant role, in which the 
applied anthropologist transfers cultural knowledge 
obtained from anthropological research to the govern-
ment or other agency that wants to promote change in 
a particular area. The U.S. government has employed 
anthropologists as on-site researchers to provide data 
on how local-level service clients and delivery agencies 
respond to government policy. Informally, many archae-
ologists and anthropologists become involved in local 
activities and educational programs that present anthropo-
logical findings to the public. 

Yet another role of applied anthropologists is that of 
analyst. Rather than being just a provider of data, the 
practicing anthropologist sometimes becomes engaged in 
the actual formulation of policy. In archaeology, in par-
ticular, this has become an important area with the pas-
sage of the National Historic Preservation Act in 1966, 
the Native American Graves Repatriation Act of 1990, 
and other related legislation. These laws have afforded 
increased protection to some archaeological resources 
and mandated the consideration of archaeological re-
sources in planning development. Archaeologists have 
increasingly found employment in federal, state, or lo-
cal governments reviewing proposals for development 
and construction projects that impact cultural resources 
and archaeological sites. Another role Chambers identi-
fied is that of mediator, which involves the anthropolo-
gist as an intermediary among different interest groups 
that are participating in a development project. This 
may include private developers, government officials, 
and the people who will be affected by the project. As 
mediator, the anthropologist must try to reconcile differ-
ences among these groups, facilitating compromises that 
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A
s the preceding chapters have illustrated, an-
thropologists are engaged in extensive research 
in the four basic subfields of the discipline: 
physical anthropology, archaeology, linguistics, 

and cultural anthropology. Within these subfields, dif-
ferent specializations have emerged that allow for the 
in-depth gathering of data and the testing and evaluation 
of specific hypotheses regarding human societies and 
behavior. As mentioned in  Chapter 1, however, one of 
the most important developments in the field of anthro-
pology is applied anthropology, the use of data from 
the research in anthropology to offer practical solutions 
to problems faced by a society. This chapter introduces 
some of the issues that are relevant to applied anthro-
pologists in solving practical problems. 

The Roles of the Applied 
Anthropologist 
The popular, if not accurate, images of anthropologists 
vary from the adventurous explorer seeking out lost 
treasure to the absent-minded academic working away 
in the dusty halls of a university or museum. These per-
spectives do not provide a valid picture of the modern 
anthropologist. Anthropologists are increasingly engaged 
in a variety of activities that have direct relevance to the 
modern world. Rather than being confined to the halls 
of the university, an increasing number of anthropolo-
gists have become practitioners of anthropology. 

Distinguishing applied anthropology from other an-
thropological pursuits in many respects presents a false 
dichotomy. Methodological and theoretical concerns 
are shared by all; the difference lies in perceptions of the 
practitioners’ objectives, an arbitrary division based on 
the practicality of the intended outcomes. As Bronislaw 
Malinowski observed more than sixty years ago: “Unfor-
tunately, there is still a strong but erroneous opinion in 
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ideally will benefit all parties involved in the project. The 
following discussions highlight some of the applied work 
that archaeologists, physical anthropologists, and cultural 
anthropologists are engaged in. 

The Roles of the Applied 
Anthropologist in 
Planned Change 
Over the years, many applied cultural anthropologists 
have worked in helping to improve societies through 
planned change. To assist governments, private devel-
opers, or other agencies, applied anthropologists are 
hired because of their ethnographic studies of particu-
lar societies. Government and private agencies often 
employ applied anthropologists to prepare social-
impact studies, research on the possible consequences 
that change will have for a community. Social-impact 
studies involve in-depth interviews and ethnological 
studies in local communities to determine how vari-
ous policies and developments will affect social life in 
those communities. 

One well-known social-impact study was carried out 
by Thayer Scudder and Elizabeth Colson (1979) in the 
African country of Zambia. Scudder and Colson had con-
ducted long-term ethnographic research for about thirty 
years in the Gwembe Valley in Zambia. In the mid-1950s, 
the Zambian government subsidized the development 
of a large-scale dam, which would provide for more ef-
ficient agricultural activities and electrification. Because 
of the location of the dam, however, the people in the 
Gwembe Valley would be forced to relocate. Scudder 
and Colson used their knowledge from their long-term 
research and subsequent interviews to study the potential 
impact of this project on the community. 

From their social-impact study, Scudder and Colson 
concluded that the forced relocation of this rural com-
munity would create extreme stresses that would result 
in people clinging to familiar traditions and institutions 
during the period of relocation. Scudder did social-impact 
studies of other societies in Africa experiencing forced re-
location due to dams, highways, and other developments. 
These studies enabled Scudder and Colson to offer advice 
to the various African government officials, who could 
then assess the costs and benefits of resettling these pop-
ulations and could plan their development projects, tak-
ing into consideration the impact on the people involved. 

Applied anthropologists often serve as consultants to 
government organizations, such as the AID, that formu-
late policies involving foreign aid. For example, anthro-
pologist Patrick Fleuret (1988), a full-time employee of 
AID, studied the problems of farmers in Uganda after the 
downfall of Idi Amin in 1979. Fleuret and other AID an-
thropologists discovered that on the heels of the political 
turmoil in Uganda, many of the peasants had retreated 
into subsistence production, rather than participating in 
the market economy. They also found that subsistence 

production was affected by a technological problem—a 
scarcity of hoes for preparing the land for cultivation. In 
response, AID anthropologists helped design and imple-
ment a system to distribute hoes through local coopera-
tive organizations. 

This plan for the distribution of hoes reflects the de-
velopment of new strategies on the part of AID and the 
facilitator role for applied anthropologists. Most of 
the development work sponsored by AID and applied 
anthropology in the 1950s and 1960s was aimed at large-
scale development projects such as hydroelectric dams 
and other forms of mechanized agriculture and indus-
trialism. Many of these large-scale projects, however, 
have resulted in unintended negative consequences. 
In the preceding chapter, we saw how the Green Revolu-
tion frequently led to increasing inequality and a mecha-
nized agriculture system that was expensive, inefficient, 
and inappropriate. Often these large-scale projects were 
devised in terms of the modernization views proposed 
by economists such as Walt Rostow (see  Chapter 13) and 
were designed to shift an underdeveloped country to in-
dustrialism very rapidly. 

Most recently, AID and applied anthropologists have 
modified their policies on development projects in many 
less-developed countries. They now focus on projects that 
involve small-scale economic change with an emphasis on 
the development of appropriate technologies. Rather than 
relying upon large-scale projects to have “trickle-down” in-
fluences on local populations, applied anthropologists have 
begun to focus more realistically on determining where ba-
sic needs must be fulfilled. After assessing the needs of the 
local population, the applied anthropologist can help facili-
tate change by helping people learn new skills. 

One early project that placed applied anthropolo-
gists in decision-making and analytical roles was run by 
Allan Holmberg of Cornell University. In the 1950s and 
1960s, Holmberg and Mario Vasquez, a Peruvian anthro-
pologist, developed what is known as the Vicos Project in 
the Andean highlands. Vicos is the name of a  hacienda that 
was leased by Cornell in 1952 as part of a program to in-
crease education and literacy, improve sanitation and health 
care, and teach new agricultural methods to the Andean In-
dians. Prior to the Vicos Project, these Indians were peasant 
farmers who were not able to feed themselves. Their land 
on the hacienda was broken into small plots that were in-
sufficient to raise potato crops. The Indians were indebted 
to the hacendado and were required to work on the  hacen-
dado’s fields without pay to service their debts. 

Although the applied anthropologists took on the 
role of a new patron to the Indians, the overall aim was 
to dissolve historical patterns of exploitation and to guide 
the Indians toward self-sufficiency (Holmberg 1962; 
Chambers 1985). The Indians were paid for their labor 
and were also introduced to new varieties of potatoes, 
fertilizers, and pesticides. New crops such as leafy veg-
etables and foods such as eggs and fruit were introduced 
into their diet. 
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Through an educational program, the Indians became 
acquainted with forms of representative democratic orga-
nization. Developing more independence, they eventually 
overturned the traditional authority structure of the  ha-
cienda. In 1962, the Indians purchased the land of the 
hacienda from its former owners, which gave the Indians 
a measure of self-sufficiency. Overall, the Vicos Project 
led to basic improvements in housing, nutrition, clothing, 
and health conditions for the Indians. It also served as a 
model for similar projects in other parts of the world. 

Problems sometimes arise between applied anthro-
pologists and private developers or government officials. 
Many developers and governments want to induce mod-
ernization and social change as rapidly as possible with 
capital-intensive projects, hydroelectric dams, and manufac-
turing facilities. In many cases, anthropologists have recom-
mended against these innovations because of their expense 
and inefficient use of labor resources and the heavy cost 
to communities. (For example, as discussed in Chapter 17,
anthropologist Billie DeWalt argued that the majority of 
Mexicans were not receiving benefits from the adoption 
of mechanized agriculture, which was being encouraged 
by the government.) Political officials, however, often ig-
nore these recommendations because they are committed 
to programs that serve their political and personal interests. 
In these circumstances, applied anthropologists are often 
forced to take an advocacy approach, or the representative 
role, which means supporting the interests of the people 
who will be directly affected by policies and projects. 

In Chapter 13, we discussed the tragic consequences 
of globalization for many indigenous societies. In 1972, 
the late David Maybury-Lewis established an advocacy 
organizations called Cultural Survival, which is actively 
engaged in trying to reduce the costs imposed by global-
ization on small-scale societies. Driven by trade deficits 
and gigantic foreign debts, many governments in develop-
ing countries want to extract as much wealth as possible 

from their national territories. Highway expansion, mining 
operations, giant hydroelectric projects, lumbering, mech-
anized agriculture, and other industrial developments all 
intrude on the traditional lifestyle and territory of small-
scale societies. Applied anthropologists connected with 
groups such as Cultural Survival try to obtain input from 
the people themselves and help them represent their in-
terests to the government or private developers. 

Maybury-Lewis (1985) admitted that the advocacy 
role in anthropology was extremely difficult, and re-
quires great sensitivity and complex moral and political 
judgments. Most recently, many small-scale societies and 
minority groups in developing countries are organizing 
themselves to represent their own interests. This has di-
minished the role of the applied anthropologist as ad-
vocate or representative. Generally, anthropologists are 
pleased when their role as advocate or representative is 
diminished because this role is called for only when na-
tive people are dominated by forces from globalization 
that are beyond their control. 

Medical Anthropology 
Another subfield of anthropology, medical anthropology,
represents the intersection of cultural anthropology with 
physical anthropology. Medical anthropologists may 
study disease, medicine, curing, and mental illness in a 
cross-cultural perspective. Some focus specifically on 
epidemiology, which examines the spread and distribu-
tion of diseases and how they are influenced by cultural 
patterns. For example, these anthropologists may be able 
to determine whether coronary (heart) disease or cancer 
is related to particular cultural or social dietary habits, 
such as the consumption of foods high in sodium or satu-
rated fats. They also study cultural perceptions of illness 
and their treatment. These studies can often help health 
providers design more effective means for delivering 
health care and formulating health care policies (Schell 
and Denham 2003). 

An illustration of medical anthropology is the work 
of Louis Golomb (1985), who conducted ethnographic 
research on curing practices in Thailand. Golomb did 
research on Buddhist and Muslim medical practitioners 
who rely on native spiritualistic beliefs to diagnose and 
cure diseases. These practices are based on earlier Hindu, 
magical, and animistic beliefs that had been syncretized 
with Buddhist and Muslim traditions. Practitioners draw 
on astrology, faith healing, massage, folk psychother-
apy, exorcism, herbs, and charms and amulets to treat 
patients. The most traditional practitioners are curer-
magicians, or shamans, who diagnose and treat every 
illness as an instance of spirit possession or spirit attack. 
Other practitioners are more skeptical of the supernatural 
causation of illness and diagnose health problems in ref-
erence to natural or organic causes. They frequently use 
herbal medicines to treat illnesses. 

Applied anthropologists often act as consultants for farmers in 
underdeveloped areas such as rural India. 



402 Chapter 18 �  Applied Anthropology

John McCreery 

JOHN McCREERY: 
Applying Anthropology 
in Japan 

T his chapter has some examples 
of anthropologists who work 
outside the academic setting. 

John McCreery is an anthropologist 
who has lived in Japan since 1980 
and has developed a productive and 
fruitful career in the area of advertis-
ing. For a number of years, he worked 
as a copywriter and creative director 
for Hakuhodo Incorporated, Japan’s 
second largest advertising agency. In 
1984, he and his wife and business 
partner, Ruth McCreery, founded The 
Word Works, a supplier of translation, 
copywriting, and presentation sup-
port services to Japanese and other 
clients with operations in Japan. While 
earning his living as vice president and 
managing director of The Word Works, 
he is also a lecturer in the Graduate 
Program in Comparative Culture at 
Sophia University in Tokyo. There, he 
teaches seminars on “The Making and 
Meaning of Advertising” and “Market-
ing in Japan.” When asked, “How did 
an anthropologist get into advertis-
ing?” he replies, “In Taiwan I studied 
magicians. In Japan I joined the guild.” 

As an undergraduate in the hon-
ors college at Michigan State Univer-
sity, McCreery studied philosophy and 
medieval history. In the summer after 
his junior year, a friend recommended 
that he take a course in East African 
ethnography taught by anthropolo-
gist Marc Swartz. The course and the 
thought of doing research that involved 

travel to exotic places were fasci-
nating. Another friend was studying 
Chinese, and noting that an anthro-
pologist should have some experience 
with a non-Indo-European language, 
McCreery decided to study Chinese 
as well. One thing led to another, and 
he wound up in graduate school at 
Cornell University, doing a Ph.D. in an-
thropology and preparing to do research 
in Chinese anthropology. McCreery’s 
fi rst fi eld research was in Puli, a market 
town in central Taiwan, where he and 
Ruth McCreery lived and worked from 
September 1969 to August 1971. He 
returned to Taiwan in 1976–1977, the 
summer of 1978, and again in 1983. 

At Cornell University, McCreery 
studied with Victor Turner. In Taiwan, 
McCreery focused his ethnographic 
study on rel igious tradit ions and 
worked with a Taoist master, Tio Se-
lian. Both Victor Turner and Tio Se-lian 
were teachers with a willingness to lis-
ten, a fl air for the dramatic, a passion 
for detail, and a breadth of humanity 
that moved all those with whom they 
came in contact. They, and senior cre-
ative director Kimoto Kazuhiko, who 
shared these earlier mentors’ traits and 
gave McCreery his job at Hakuhodo, 
are the models he tries to emulate in 
his work. 

McCreery’s essays on Chinese re-
ligion and ritual have appeared in  The 
Journal of Chinese Religions and  Ameri-
can Ethnologist. He is also the author 
of a book on Japanese consumer be-
havior,  Japanese Consumer Behavior: 
From Worker Bees to Wary Shoppers
(2000), which follows the trends in 

postindustrial Japan that have resulted 
in new consumption preferences and 
behaviors for the Japanese men, 
women, and young people. Currently, 
he is involved as an anthropologist in 
assessing new trends in the use of 
the Internet with respect to the spread 
of global media changes in Japan. 
McCreery and his wife, Ruth, have com-
pleted a major comprehensive chapter 
evaluating the prehistory, language, 
history, and current cultural changes in 
Japan based on state-of-the-art anthro-
pological research in a textbook on the 
Peoples and Cultures of Asia (Scupin 
2006a). McCreery maintains his con-
tact with other anthropologists through 
an Internet listserve, Anthro-list, which 
provides lively discussions on ethno-
graphic and theoretical issues in the 
fi eld. Anthropologists from many back-
grounds participate on this listserve. As 
a student you may want to become in-
volved in lurking or participating on this 
listserve yourself. 

Explore the Concept on
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 Anthropologists at Work 

Golomb discovered that although Western-based 
scientific forms of medicine may be available, many 
Thais still rely on traditional practitioners. He found 
that even urban-educated elite, including those who 
had studied in the United States and other Western 
countries, adhered to both supernatural and scientific 

views. Golomb referred to this as therapeutic plural-
ism. He observed that patients do not rely on any sin-
gle therapeutic approach, but rather use a combination 
of therapies that include elements of ritual, magic, and 
modern scientific medications. Parasites or germs are 
rarely seen as the only explanations of disease; a sick 



Chapter 18 �  Applied Anthropology   403

person may go to a clinic to receive medication to re-
lieve symptoms, but may then seek out a traditional 
curer for a more complete treatment. Golomb empha-
sized that the multiplicity of alternative therapies en-
courages people to play an active role in preserving 
their health. 

In Thailand, as in many other countries undergo-
ing modernization and globalization, modern medical 
facilities have been established based on the scien-
tific treatment of disease. Golomb found that person-
nel in these facilities are critical of traditional medical 
practices. He also found that while the people in 
the villages often respect the modern doctor’s ability 
to diagnose diseases and prescribe medications to 
relieve symptoms, in most cases they do not ac-
cept the scientific explanation of the disease. In ad-
dition, villagers feel that modern medical methods 
are brusque and impersonal because doctors do not 
offer any psychological or spiritual consolation. Doc-
tors also do not make house calls and rarely spend 
much time with patients. This impersonality in the 
doctor–patient relationship is also due to social status 
differences based on wealth, education, and power. 
Golomb found that many public health personnel ex-
pected deference from their rural clientele. For these 
reasons, many people preferred to rely upon tradi-
tional curers. 

Through his study of traditional medical tech-
niques and beliefs, Golomb isolated some of the 

strengths and weaknesses of modern medical treat-
ment in Thailand. His work contributed to a better 
understanding of how to deliver health care services 
to rural and urban Thais. For example, the Thai Min-
istry of Public Health began to experiment with ways 
of coordinating the efforts of modern and traditional 
medical practitioners. Village midwives and tradi-
tional herbalists were called on to dispense modern 
medications and pass out information about nutrition 
and hygiene. Some Thai hospitals have established 
training sessions for traditional practitioners to learn 
modern medical techniques. Golomb’s studies in 
medical anthropology offer a model for practical ap-
plications in the health field for other developing so-
cieties. This type of ethnographic study that combines 
globalization approaches with in-depth local cultural 
knowledge is an example of ongoing anthropologi-
cal attempts to assist in solving practical problems for 
humanity. 

Interventions in Substance Abuse 
Another area of research and policy formulation for ap-
plied medical anthropologists is substance abuse, many of 
the causes of which may be explained by social and cul-
tural factors. For example, Michael Agar (1973, 1974) did 
an in-depth study of heroin addicts based on the addicts’ 
description of U.S. society and its therapeutic agencies in 
particular. His research involved taking on the role of a 
patient himself so that he could participate in some of the 
problems that exist between patients and staff. From that 
perspective, he was better able to understand the “junkie” 
worldview.

Through his research, Agar isolated problems in the 
treatment of heroin addiction. He found that when 
the drug methadone was administered by public health 
officials as a substitute for heroin, many heroin addicts 
not in treatment became addicted to methadone, which 
was sold on the streets by patients. This street metha-
done would often be combined with wine and pills to 
gain a “high.” In some cases, street methadone began to 
rival heroin as the preferred drug, being less expensive 
than heroin, widely available, and in a form that could 
be taken orally, rather than injected. By providing this in-
formation, Agar helped health officials monitor their pro-
grams more effectively. 

In a more recent study, Philippe Bourgois spent three 
and a half years investigating the use of crack cocaine in 
Spanish Harlem in New York City. In his award-winning 
ethnography, In Search of Respect: Selling Crack in El 
Barrio (1996), Bourgois noted that policy makers and 
drug-enforcement officials minimize the influences of 
poverty and low status in dealing with crack addic-
tion. Through his investigation of cultural norms and Medical anthropology plays an important role in many societies. 
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AMBER CHAND: 
An International Business 
Anthropologist 

Amber Chand is a woman of 
South Asian descent whose 
family was forced to leave the 

country of Uganda and relocate in 
England in 1973. Idi Amin had come 
to power through a military coup in 
Uganda, and all people of Asian ex-
traction were forced out of the coun-
try as an attempt to “Africanize” the 
economy. The South Asian community 
had to relocate within three months or 
be executed. When this occurred in 
1973, Chand was on her way to gradu-
ate school at Cambridge University. 
However, her father lost all his assets 
and property, so Chandcompeted for 
full scholarships from various universi-
ties. The University of Michigan offered 
her a full scholarship, and she earned 
a master’s degree in anthropology. 
Although her father died during that 
period from a heart attack, her family 
background in the South Asian com-
munity had instilled her with a sense of 
self-reliance, entrepreneurship, and a 

profound global perspective and sense 
of social and cultural responsibility that 
extended beyond her own community. 
Initially, she drew on her anthropological 
experience to run a museum gift shop. 
Chand learned about an opportunity 
to import some beautiful Rajasthani 
paintings from India. Her friend and 
brother-in-law helped her co-found 
Eziba, a multinational artisan handi-
crafts retail company with the explicit 
mission of promoting markets for entre-
preneurs and artists around the world. 
Chand’s goal was to create balanced 
enterprise partnerships with as many 
businesses and artists as they could. 

Eziba was fostered during the 
heady period of growth in e-commerce 
and Internet businesses, and Chand 
was able to recruit top CEOs from 
businesses such as L.L. Bean, FAO 
Schwarz, and Sundance Catalogs to 
provide a senior executive team that 
endorsed her global and pragmatic 
business orientation. The e-commerce 
business side has lagged, like that of 
many businesses after the dot.com 
bust in the early period of 2000, and 
the catalog does the major share of 

business. Eziba had produced some 
2.2 million catalogs to market its global 
venture. Chand had also opened a 
store within a Marshall Field’s depart-
ment store. Because it was an excit-
ing Internet start-up company, she 
was able to raise $40 million in venture 
capital, and Eziba had extended into 
70 countries around the world and had 
annual sales of $10 million dollars. 

Eziba had a global team travel-
ing worldwide who must have good 
historical and cultural anthropologi-
cal expertise, as well as a business 
background. Chand’s anthropological 
educational background has provided 
her with the global focus and cross-
cultural experience to promote prod-
ucts that wi l l  have an authentic 
connection with the local consumers. For
example, Chand notes that if women in 
Kabul, Afghanistan, are producing certain 
items for the global market, Eziba must 
understand how these women will be 
treated and perceived by men because 
their income may outstrip the men’s. 
Eziba promoted balanced partnerships 
among the various businesses and 
artisans in local areas, and Chand’s 

 Anthropologists at Work 

socioeconomic conditions in Spanish Harlem, Bourgois 
demonstrated that crack dealers are struggling to earn 
money and status in the pursuit of the American Dream. 
Despite the fact that many crack dealers have work ex-
perience, they find that many of the potential jobs in 
construction and factory work are reserved for non-His-
panics. In addition, unpleasant experiences in the job 
world lead many to perceive crack dealing as the most 
realistic route toward upward mobility. Most of the in-
ner-city youths who deal crack are high-school dropouts 
who do not regard entry-level, minimum-wage jobs as 
steps to better opportunities. In addition, they perceive 
the underground economy as an alternative to becom-
ing subservient to the larger society. Crack dealing of-
fers a sense of autonomy, position, and rapid short-term 
mobility.

Bourgois compared the use of crack to the feelings 
that people have in millenarian movements or other spir-
itual movements. As he observed: 

Substance abuse in general, and crack in particular, 
offer the equivalent of a millenarian metamorpho-
sis. Instantaneously, users are transformed from 
being unemployed, depressed high school dropouts, 
despised by the world—and secretly convinced that 
their failure is due to their own inherent stupidity, 
“racial laziness,” and disorganization—into being 
a mass of heart-palpitating pleasure, followed only 
minutes later by a jaw-gnashing crash and wide-
awake alertness that provides their life with concrete 
purpose: get more crack—fast! (1989b:11) 

Bourgois’s depictions of the culture and economy of 
crack dealers and users provided useful policy sugges-
tions. He concluded that most accounts of crack addiction 
deflect attention from the economic and social conditions 
of the inner city and that by focusing on the increases in 
violence and terror associated with crack, U.S. society is 
absolved from responsibility for inner-city problems. He 
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goal is to pay at least 25 percent of the 
retail price to the producer. Sometimes 
she must pay more, while at the same 
time ensuring that the company will 
not be overextended. 

One culture-shock problem oc-
curred for Eziba when local artisans in 
Gujarat, India, produced and sold hun-
dreds of beautiful Christmas tree skirts 
for Europe and North America with the 
swastika emblazoned on them. While 
the swastika is a benign religious sym-
bol in India, it was also widely used by 
the Nazi regime as a symbol of the so-
called master Aryan race, which was 
connected with the Sanskrit language 
and Hindu religion. Obviously, this is 
the type of cross-cultural problem that 
can arise in a multinational business. 
Chand’s background in anthropologi-
cal training helps the company avoid 
these multicultural-shock problems 
whenever possible. 

Chand went to Rwanda in Cen-
tral Africa nine years after one of the 
worst cases of genocide in the twen-
tieth century (see  Chapter 14). She 
saw Hutu and Tutsi women, widows 
who had been traumatized by the 

barbarities of the genocide, weaving 
peace baskets. These peace baskets 
became the most signifi cant nonagri-
cultural export from Rwanda, engen-
dering some $350,000 in global trade. 
Thus, Chand not only promoted profi ts 
for the company but also enhanced 
economic opportunities and stimulated 
improvements in economic and social 
conditions, health care, and other ar-
eas of life for people in many regions 
of the world. 

Amber Chand sold Eziba in 2005. 
Shortly thereafter, she founded the 
Amber Chand Collection: Global Gifts 
for Peace and Understanding, a orga-
nization that supports craftswomen in 
regions of confl ict and post-confl ict by 
helping to generate income, dialogue, 
reconciliation, and understanding. 
The company offers a unique Inter-
net marketing and distribution chan-
nel for high-quality products created 
by talented craftswomen in vulnerable 
regions of the world. She travels all 
over the world to identify talented ar-
tisan groups with whom she worked 
on product development, design, and 
market accessibility. A major focus of 

Chand’s work is to support peace-
building initiatives by offering craft as 
a symbolic expression for reconcilia-
tion. She is one of the original archi-
tects and designers of the Jerusalem 
Candle of Hope, a remarkable collabo-
ration between Palestinian and Israeli 
craftswomen. Today, the company 
is working in Guatemala, Cambodia, 
Afghanistan, Darfur/Sudan, Ethiopia, 
Rwanda, and Lebanon. 

Based on her family and anthro-
pological background, Chand tries to 
transform the language within her com-
pany away from archaic patriarchal, 
militaristic, and mechanistic terms. She 
emphasizes that her organization is not 
a charity and does not want Western 
consumers to buy the products and art-
work based upon their guilt about the 
conditions in underdeveloped countries. 
However, Amber Chand represents an 
illustrative case of how anthropological 
knowledge can be put to use in highly 
practical ways in business in our rapidly 
changing global economy. 

Explore the Concept on
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suggested that rather than using this “blame-the-victim” 
approach, officials and policy makers need to revise their 
attitudes and help develop programs that resolve the 
conditions that encourage crack use. 

Applied Archaeology 
One of the problems that humanity faces is how to safe-
guard the cultural heritage preserved in the archaeologi-
cal record. Although archaeology may address questions 
of general interest to all of humanity, it is also impor-
tant in promoting national heritage, cultural identity, 
and ethnic pride. Museums the world over offer displays 
documenting a diversity of local populations, regional 
histories, important events, and cultural traditions. The 
specialized museums focusing on particular peoples, 
regions, or historical periods have become increasingly 
important. Archaeologists must be concerned with the 
preservation of archaeological sites and the recovery of 

information from sites threatened with destruction, as 
well as with the interpretation and presentation of their 
findings to the more general public. 

Preservation of the past is a challenge to archaeolo-
gists, government officials, and the concerned public alike, 
as archaeological sites are being destroyed at an alarm-
ing rate. Archaeological materials naturally decay in the 
ground, and sites are constantly destroyed through geolog-
ical processes, erosion, and animal burrowing. Yet, while 
natural processes contribute to the disappearance of ar-
chaeological sites, by far the greatest threat to the archaeo-
logical record is human activity. Construction projects such 
as dams, roads, buildings, and pipelines all disturb the 
ground and can destroy archaeological sites in the pro-
cess. In many instances, archaeologists work only a few 
feet ahead of construction equipment, trying to salvage 
any information they can before a site disappears forever. 

Some archaeological sites are intentionally de-
stroyed by collectors searching for artifacts that have 
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value in the antiquities market, such as arrowheads and 
pottery. Statues from ancient Egypt, Mayan terra cotta 
figurines, and Native American pottery may be worth 
thousands of dollars in the antiquities market. To ful-
fill the demands, archaeological sites in many areas are 
looted by pothunters, who dig to retrieve artifacts for 
collectors and ignore the traces of ancient housing, buri-
als, and cooking hearths. Removed from their context, 
with no record of where they came from, such artifacts 
are of limited value to archaeologists. The rate of de-
struction of North American archaeological sites is such 
that some researchers have estimated that 98 percent 
of sites predating the year 2000 will be destroyed by 
the middle of the twenty-first century (Herscher 1989; 
Knudson 1989). 

The rate at which archaeological sites are being 
destroyed is particularly distressing because the ar-
chaeological record is an irreplaceable, nonrenewable 
resource. That is, after sites are destroyed, they are 
gone forever, along with the unique information about 
the past that they contained. In many parts of the world, 
recognition of this fact has led to legislation aimed at 

protecting archaeological sites. The rational for this leg-
islation is that the past has value to the present and, 
hence, should be protected and interpreted for the ben-
efit of the public. 

Preserving the Past 
Recognition of the value and nonrenewable nature of 
archaeological resources is the first step in a planning 
process. Archaeological resources can then be system-
atically identified and evaluated. Steps can be taken to 
preserve them by limiting development or designing 
projects in a way that will preserve the resource. For 
example, the projected path of a new road might be 
moved to avoid an archaeological site, or a building 
might be planned so that the foundations do not ex-
tend into a historic burial ground. Alternatively, if a site 
must be destroyed, effective planning can ensure that 
information about the site is recovered by archaeolo-
gists prior to its destruction. 

One of the most spectacular examples of salvage 
archaeology arose as a result of the construction of a 
dam across the Nile River at Aswan, Egypt, in the 1960s. 
The project offered many benefits, including water for 
irrigation and the generation of electricity. However, 
the rising water behind the dam threatened thousands 
of archaeological sites that had lain undisturbed and 
safely buried by desert sand for thousands of years. The 
Egyptian government appealed to the international 
community and archaeologists from around the 
world to mount projects to locate and excavate 
the threatened sites. 

Among the sites that were to be flooded by the 
dam was the temple of Pharaoh Rameses II at Abu 
Simbel, a huge monument consisting of four colossal 
figures carved from a cliff face on the banks of the 
Nile River. With help from the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
the Egyptian government was able to cut the monu-
ment into more than a thousand pieces, some weigh-
ing as much as 33 tons, and reassemble them above 
the floodwaters. Today, the temple of Rameses can 
be seen completely restored only a few hundred feet 
from its original location. Numerous other archaeologi-
cal sites threatened by the flooding of the Nile were 
partly salvaged or recorded. Unfortunately, countless 
other sites could not be located or even recorded be-
fore they were flooded. 

The first legislation in the United States designed 
to protect historic sites was the Antiquities Act of 1906, 
which safeguarded archaeological sites on federal lands 
(see Table  18.1). Other, more recent legislation, such as 
the National Historic Preservation Act passed in 1966, has 
extended protection to sites threatened by projects that 
are funded or regulated by the government. The Federal 
Abandoned Shipwreck Act of 1988 gives states jurisdiction 
over shipwreck sites. This legislation has had a dramatic 

Some medical anthropologists study drug abuse problems. 
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impact on the number of archaeologists in the United 
States and has created a new area of specialization, gen-
erally referred to as cultural resource management
(CRM). Whereas most archaeologists had traditionally 
found employment teaching or working in museums, 
many are now working as applied archaeologists, evalu-
ating, salvaging, and protecting archaeological resources 
that are threatened with destruction. Applied archaeolo-
gists conduct surveys before construction begins to deter-
mine if any sites will be affected. Government agencies 
such as the Forest Service have developed comprehen-
sive programs to discover, record, protect, and interpret 
archaeological resources on their lands (Johnson and 
Schene 1987). 

Unfortunately, current legislation in the United States 
leaves many archaeological resources unprotected. In 
many countries, excavated artifacts, even those located 
on privately owned land, become the property of the 
government. This is not the case in the United States. 
One example of the limitations of the existing legisla-
tion is provided by the case of Slack Farm, located near 
Uniontown, Kentucky (Arden 1989). Archaeologists had 
long known that an undisturbed Native American site of 
the Late Mississippian period was located on the prop-
erty. Dating roughly between 1450 and 1650, the site was 
particularly important because it was the only surviving 
Mississippian site from the period of first contact with 
Europeans. The Slack family, who had owned the land 
for many years, protected the site and prevented people 
from digging (Arden 1989). When the property was sold 
in 1988, however, conditions changed. Anthropologist 
Brian Fagan described the results: 

Ten pot hunters from Kentucky, Indiana, and 
Illinois paid the new owner of the land $10,000 for 
the right to “excavate” the site. They rented a tractor 
and began bulldozing their way through the village 
midden to reach graves. They pushed heaps of bones 
aside and dug through dwellings and potsherds, 
hearths, and stone tools associated with them. Along 
the way, they left detritus of their own—empty pop-
top beer and soda cans—scattered on the ground 
alongside Late Mississippian pottery fragments. 
Today Slack Farm looks like a battlefield—a morass 
of crude shovel holes and gaping trenches. Broken 
human bones litter the ground, and fractured 
artifacts crunch underfoot. (1988:15) 

Table 18.1    Major Federal Legislation for the Protection of Archaeological Resources 
in the U.S. 

Antiquities Act of 1906 Protects sites on federal lands 

Historic Sites Act of 1935 Provides authority for designating National Historic Landmarks and for 
conducting archaeological surveys before destruction by development 
programs 

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966  (amended
1976 and 1980) 

Strengthens protection of sites via the National Register and  integrates 
state and local agencies into a national program for site preservation 

National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 Requires all federal agencies to specify the impact of development 
programs on cultural resources 

Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979 Provides criminal and civil penalties for looting or damaging sites 
on public and Native American lands 

Convention on Cultural Property of 1982 Authorizes U.S. participation in the 1970 UNESCO conventions 
to prevent illegal international trade in cultural property 

Cultural Property Act of 1983 Provides sanctions against the U.S. import or export of illicit antiquities 

Source: From  Discovering Our Past: A Brief Introduction to Archaeology by Wendy Ashmore and Robert J. Sharer. Copyright ©1988 by Mayfi eld Publishing Company. 
Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 

The restoration of Abu Simbel in Egypt. Preserving artifacts from 
past civilizations will present a major challenge for anthropologists 
in the coming decades. 
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The looting at the site was eventually stopped by the 
Kentucky State Police, using a state law that prohibits 
the desecration of human graves. Archaeologists went to the 
site attempting to salvage what information was left, but 
there is no way of knowing how many artifacts were re-
moved. The record of America’s prehistoric past in this 
area was irrevocably damaged. 

Regrettably, the events at Slack Farm are not 
unique. Many states lack adequate legislation to pro-
tect archaeological sites on private land. For example, 
Arkansas had no laws protecting unmarked burial sites 
until 1991. As a result, Native American burial grounds 
were systematically mined for artifacts. In fact, one ar-
ticle written about the problem was titled “The Loot-
ing of Arkansas” (Harrington 1991). Although Arkansas 
now has legislation prohibiting the unauthorized ex-
cavation of burial grounds, the professional archae-
ologists of the Arkansas Archaeological Survey face 
the impossible job of trying to locate and monitor all 
of the state’s archaeological sites. This problem is not 
unique. Even on federal lands, the protection of sites 
is dependent upon a relatively small number of park 
rangers and personnel to police large areas. Even in 
National Parks such as Mesa Verde and Yellowstone, 
archaeological sites are sometimes vandalized or looted 
for artifacts. Much of the success that there has been 
in protecting sites is largely due to the active involve-
ment of amateur archaeologists and concerned citizens 
who bring archaeological remains to the attention of 
professionals. 

The preservation of the past needs attention by 
everyone. Unfortunately, however well intended the 
legislation and the efforts to provide protection for ar-
chaeological sites may be, they are rarely integrated 
into comprehensive management plans. For example, 
a particular county or city area might have a variety of 
sites and resources of historic significance identified 
using a variety of different criteria and presented in 
different lists and directories. These might include Na-
tional Historic Sites, designated through the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation office; state files of ar-
chaeological sites; data held by avocational archaeolog-
ical organizations and clubs; and a variety of locations 
of historical importance identified by county or city 
historical societies. Other sites of potential historical 
significance might be identified through documentary 
research or oral traditions. Ideally, all these sources 
of information should be integrated and used to plan 
development. Such comprehensive approaches to 
cultural resource management plans are rare, rather 
than the norm. 

Important strides have been taken in planning and 
coordinating efforts to identify and manage archaeo-
logical resources. Government agencies, including the 
National Park Service, the military, and various state 
agencies, have initiated plans to systematically identify 

and report sites on their properties. There have also 
been notable efforts to compile information at the state, 
county, and district levels. However, those who orga-
nize such efforts face imposing logistical concerns. For 
example, by the mid-1990s, more than 180,000 historic 
and prehistoric archaeological sites had been identi-
fied in the American Southeast (including the states of 
Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
and Tennessee). In addition, an estimated 10,000 new 
sites are discovered each year (Anderson and Horak 
1995). A map of these resources reveals a great deal 
of variation in their concentration. On the one hand, 
this diversity reflects the actual distribution of sites; on 
the other, it reflects the areas where archaeological re-
search has and has not been undertaken. Incorporating 
the thousands of new site reports into the database re-
quires substantial commitment of staff resources. What 
information should be recorded for each site? What 
computer resources are needed? The volume of infor-
mation is difficult to process with available staff, and 
massive backlogs of reports waiting to be incorporated 
into the files often exist. 

Another important series of archaeological projects 
in the Amazon area in South America has been study-
ing the impact of early humans on the environment as 
it affects the plants and animals in the region, as well as 
learning about the archaeology of the region. Archaeolo-
gists such as Thomas Neumann, Anna C. Roosevelt, Clark 
Erickson, and Peter Stahl and anthropological botanists 
such as Charles R. Clement are discovering that the early 
humans in this region had very large settlements, not 
only overturning earlier archaeological assessments that 
the Amazon did not support large civilizations, but also 
contributing new methods and techniques that may help 
conserve this fragile environment (Mann 2002). The early 
large-scale civilizations had extensive agricultural devel-
opments that were neglected and crippled as globaliza-
tion since the time of Spanish colonialism has influenced 
the region. 

These archaeologists in the Amazon are working 
with soil geographers and other environmental scien-
tists to study how the early civilizations in the region 
influenced the microorganisms and soil conditions, 
which may result in more knowledge about how to 
restore the conditions that can sustain more produc-
tive and less costly use of the land in the future. Thus, 
applied archaeology can provide new knowledge that 
will enhance the conservation and preservation of dif-
ferent environments throughout the world. A broad 
holistic perspective involving teams of archaeologists 
and other scientists is needed to ensure effective site 
management and the compliance of developers with 
laws protecting archaeological sites. It also provides a 
holistic view of past land use that is of great use to 
archaeologists. 
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Native American Graves Protection 
and Repatriation Act 
The most important legislation affecting the treat-
ment and protection of archaeological and physical 
anthropological resources in the United States is the 
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 
(NAGPRA), passed on November 16, 1990 (McKeown 
1998). This legislation is the most comprehensive of a se-
ries of recent laws dealing with the deposition of Native 
American burials and cultural properties. NAGPRA and 
related legislation require that federal institutions consult 
with the lineal descendants of Native American groups 
and Native Hawaiians prior to the initial excavation of 
Native American human remains and associated artifacts 
on federal or tribal lands. Under this legislation, fed-
eral agencies and institutions receiving federal funding 
are also required to repatriate—or return—human 
remains and cultural items in their collections at the 
request of the descendant populations of the relevant 
Native American group. NAGPRA also dictates criminal 
penalties for trade in Native American human remains 
and cultural properties. 

The impact of NAGPRA has been profound, not only 
on the way in which many archaeological projects are 
conducted, but also on the way in which museums and 
institutions inventory, curate, and manage their collec-
tions. The law has, at times, placed very different world-
views in opposition. For many Native Americans, the 
past is intricately connected to the present, and the natu-
ral world—animals, rocks, and trees, as well as cultural 
objects—may have spiritual meaning (Rose et al. 1996). 
This perspective is fundamentally different from that of 
most museums, where both human remains and cultural 
artifacts are treated as nonliving entities, and the continu-
ing spiritual links with the present are, at least at times, 
unrecognized. Museums are traditionally concerned with 
the collection and exhibition of objects. Reburial or re-
patriation of collections is the antithesis of their mission. 
As one scholar noted: “No museum curator will gladly 
and happily relinquish anything which he has enjoyed 
having in his museum, of which he is proud, which he 
has developed an affection for, and which is one of the 
principal attractions of his museum” (Shaw 1986:46). In 
a similar vein, reburial and repatriation may conflict with 
the desire of researchers for complete analysis and study. 
The intersection of these varied interests is highlighted by 
ongoing debate about the treatment of skeletal remains 
(Bruning 2006). 

NAGPRA and repatriation also raise pragmatic con-
cerns. Return of objects or remains is dependent on a 
complete and accurate inventory of all of a museum’s 
holdings. Yet often museums have amassed collections 
over many decades, and detailed information on all 
of their collections may not exist or be readily assess-
able. A case in point is the collection of the Peabody 

Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard Uni-
versity. Founded in 1866, the Peabody has a massive 
collection from all over the world, including substantial 
Native American and ancient Mesoamerican holdings. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, before the passage of NAGPRA, 
the museum repatriated several burials, collections, and 
objects at the request of various constituencies. NAGPRA 
spurred the museum to complete a detailed inventory. 
They found that the estimated 7,000 human remains in 
the collections grew to an inventory of about 10,000, 
while the amount of archaeological objects grew from 
800,000 to 8 million (Isaac 1995). Following NAGPRA 
guidelines, the Peabody sent out summaries of collec-
tions to the 756 recognized tribal groups in the United 
States. Determining the cultural affiliations, the relevant 
descendant communities, and the need for repatriation 
of all of these items is a daunting task. 

Many museums have undertaken major inventories, 
revamped storage facilities, and hired additional staff spe-
cifically to deal with the issue of repatriation. Impending 
repatriation of collections and human remains has also 
spurred many institutions and researchers to reexamine 
old collections. Such study is necessary to ensure that 
the presumed age and cultural attribution of individual 
remains are correct. Of course, all of these concerns have 
serious budgetary considerations. 

While NAGPRA has produced conflicts, it has also 
both vastly increased the tempo of work on skeletal 
collections and provided an avenue for new coop-
eration between Native Americans and researchers. 
Many of the collections now analyzed would not have 
been examined if not for NAGPRA. Native claims will 
in some instances necessitate additional research on 
poorly documented groups. Indeed, anthropological 
or archaeological research may be critical to assess-
ing the association and ownership of cultural materials 
and human remains. On the other hand, anthropolo-
gists are given the opportunity to share their discover-
ies with those populations for whom the knowledge is 
most relevant. 

Applied Anthropology 
and Human Rights 
Cultural Relativism and Human Rights 
A recent development that has had wide-ranging conse-
quences for applied anthropology and ethnographic re-
search involves the ways in which anthropologists assess 
and respond to the values and norms of other societies. 
Recall our discussion of cultural relativism, the method 
used by anthropologists to understand another society 
through their own cultural values, beliefs, norms, and 
behaviors. In order to understand an indigenous culture, 
the anthropologist must strive to temporarily suspend 
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judgment of that culture’s practices (Maybury-Lewis 2002). 
Sometimes anthropologists refer to this as methodological
relativism (Brown 2008). While difficult, this procedure 
does help the anthropologist gain insights into that cul-
ture. However, some critics have charged that anthropolo-
gists (and other people) who adopt this position cannot 
(or will not) make value judgments concerning the val-
ues, norms, and practices of any society. If this is the case, 
then how can anthropologists encourage any conception 
of human rights that would be valid for all of humanity? 
Must anthropologists accept such practices as infanticide, 
caste and class inequalities, slavery, torture, and female 
subordination out of fear of forcing their own values on 
other people? 

Relativism Reconsidered These criticisms have 
led some anthropologists to reevaluate the basic as-
sumptions regarding cultural relativism. In his 1983 book 
Culture and Morality: The Relativity of Values in Anthro-
pology, Elvin Hatch recounted the historical acceptance 
of the cultural-relativist view. As we saw in Chapter 6,
this was the approach of Franz Boas, who challenged 
the unilineal-evolutionary models of nineteenth-century 
anthropologists like E. B. Tylor, with their underlying 
assumptions of Western cultural superiority. Boas’s ap-
proach, with its emphasis on tolerance and equality, 
appealed to many liberal-minded Western scholars. For 
example, the earlier nineteenth-century ethnocentric 
and racist assumptions held within anthropology were 
used at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis to display other 
peoples as barbaric, uncivilized, and savage people to 
the “civilized” citizens who viewed them. For example, 
“pygmies” from Central Africa were given machetes to 
show how they “beheaded” one another in their local 
regions and the Igorot tribal people of the Philippines 
were given a dog to cook and eat daily in front of the 
“civilized” citizens of the United States in order to por-
tray them as inferior races and cultures (Breitbart 1997). 

Such displays of these peoples during that period both 
distorted their cultural practices and allowed anthro-
pologists of the time to treat them in an inhumane and 
unethical manner; they also resulted in harmful prac-
tices toward these native peoples in different regions. 
Thus, the criticisms of these nineteenth-century racist 
and ethnocentric views and the endorsement of cultural 
relativism were important human rights innovations by 
twentieth-century anthropologists. In addition, many 
Westerners were stunned by the horrific events of World 
War I and the devastation and massive casualties for 
people within Western societies that were supposedly 
morally and culturally superior to other non-Western so-
cieties. Cultural relativism appealed to many people in 
the West as a corrective to the earlier racist and ethno-
centric views (Hatch 1983; Brown 2008). 

However, belief in cultural relativism led to the ac-
ceptance by some early-twentieth-century anthropologists 
of moral or ethical relativism, the notion that we cannot 
impose the values or morality of one society on other so-
cieties. Ethical relativists argued that because anthropolo-
gists had not discovered any universal moral values, each 
society’s values were valid with respect to that society’s cir-
cumstances and conditions. No society could claim any su-
perior position over another regarding ethics and morality. 

As many philosophers and anthropologists have 
noted, the argument of ethical relativism is a circular one 
that itself assumes a particular moral position. It is, in 
fact, a moral theory that encourages people to be tolerant 
toward all cultural values, norms, and practices. Hatch 
notes that in the history of anthropology many who ac-
cepted the premises of ethical relativism could not main-
tain these assumptions in light of their data. Ethical 
relativists would have to tolerate practices such as homi-
cide, child abuse, human sacrifice, torture, warfare, racial 
discrimination, and even genocide. In fact, even anthro-
pologists who held the ethical-relativist position in the 
early period of the twentieth century condemned many 
cultural practices. For example, Ruth Benedict condemned 
the practice of the Plains Indians to cut off the nose 
of an adulterous wife. Boas himself condemned racism, 
anti-Semitism, and other forms of bigotry. Thus, these 
anthropologists did not consistently adhere to the ethical-
relativist paradigm. 

The horrors associated with World War II eventually 
led most scholars to reject ethical relativism. The argu-
ment that Nazi Germany could not be condemned be-
cause of its unique moral and ethical standards appeared 
ludicrous to most people. In the 1950s, some anthropolo-
gists such as Robert Redfield suggested that general stan-
dards of judgment could be applied to most societies. 
However, these anthropologists were reluctant to impose 
Western standards on prestate indigenous societies. In es-
sence, they suggested a double standard in which they 
could criticize large-scale, industrial state societies but 
not prestate indigenous societies. 

Photo from the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis showing “pygmies” 
beheading one another. This was never an aspect of “pygmy” culture. 
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This double standard of morality poses problems, 
however. Can anthropologists make value judgments 
about homicide, child abuse, warfare, torture, rape, 
and other acts of violence in a small-scale society? Why 
should they adopt different standards in evaluating such 
behaviors in prestate indigenous societies as compared 
with industrial state societies? In both types of societies, 
human beings are harmed. Don’t all humans in all societ-
ies have equal value? 

A Resolution to the Problem of Relativism
Is there a resolution to these philosophical and moral 
dilemmas? First, we need to distinguish between  cul-
tural relativism (or  methodological relativism) and  ethi-
cal relativism. In other words, to understand the values, 
the reasoning and logic, and the worldviews of another 
people does not mean to accept all of their practices 
and standards (Salmon 1997). Second, we need to real-
ize that the culture of a society is not completely homo-
geneous or unified. In Chapter 3, we noted how culture 
was distributed differentially within any society. People 
do not all share the same culture within any society. 
For example, men and women do not share the same 
“culture” in a society. Ethnographic experience tells an-
thropologists that there are always people who may not 
agree with the content of the moral and ethical values of 
a society. Treating cultures as “uniform united wholes” 
is a conceptual mistake. For one thing, it ignores the 
power relationships within a society. Elites within a so-
ciety can maintain cultural hegemony or dominance and 
can use harmful practices against their own members 
to produce conformity. In some cases, governments 
use the concept of relativism to justify their repressive 
policies and deflect criticism of these practices by the 
international community. In Asia, many political leaders 
argue that their specific culture does not have the same 
notion of human rights that is accepted in Western soci-
ety. Therefore, in China or Singapore, human rights may 
be restricted by political rulers who draw on their cul-
tural tradition to invoke repressive and totalitarian politi-
cal policies (Ong 2006; Brown 2008). Those who impose 
these harmful practices upon others may be the benefi-
ciaries of those practices. 

To get beyond the problem of ethical relativism, 
we ought to adopt a humanitarian standard that would 
be recognized by all people throughout the world. 
This standard would not be derived from any partic-
ular cultural values—such as the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence—but rather would involve the basic 
principle that every individual is entitled to a certain 
standard of “well-being.” For example, no individual 
ought to be subjected to bodily harm through violence 
or starvation. 

Of course, we recognize certain problems with 
this solution. Perhaps, the key problem is that peo-
ple in many societies accept—or at least appear to 

accept—behaviors that Westerners would condemn as 
inhumane. For example, what about the Aztec prac-
tice of human sacrifice? The Aztecs firmly believed 
that they would be destroyed if they did not sacri-
fice victims to the Sun deity. Would an outside group 
have been justified in condemning and abolishing this 
practice? A more recent case involves the West Irian 
tribe known as the Dani, who engaged in constant 
warfare with neighboring tribes. They believed that 
through revenge they had to placate the ghosts of 
their kin who had been killed in warfare because un-
avenged ghosts bring sickness and disaster to the tribe. 
Another way of placating the ghosts was to bring two 
or three young girls related to the deceased victim to 
the funeral site and chop two fingers off their hands. 
Until recently, all Dani women lost from two to six 
fingers in this way (Heider 1979; Bagish 1981). Ap-
parently, these practices were accepted by many Dani 
males and females. 

In some Islamic countries, women have been ac-
cused of sexual misconduct and then executed by 
male members in what are called “honor killings.” The 
practice of honor killings, which victimizes women, 
has been defended in some of these societies as a 
means to restore harmony to the society. The males 
argue that the shedding of blood washes away the 
shame of sexual dishonor. There have been a number 
of “honor killings” among immigrant Middle Eastern 
families within the United States. In both Africa and 
the Middle East, young girls are subjected to female 
circumcision, a polite term for the removal of the cli-
toris and other areas of the vagina. These practices, 
referred to by most human rights advocates as female 
genital mutilation/cutting (FGM or FGC), range from 
the cutting out of the clitoris to a more severe practice 
known as Pharoanic infibulation, which involves stitch-
ing the cut labia to cover the vagina of the woman. One 
of the purposes of these procedures is to reduce the 
pleasure related to sexual intercourse and thereby in-
duce more fidelity from women in marriage. Chronic 
infections are a common result of this practice. Sexual 
intercourse is painful, and childbirth is much more dif-
ficult for many of these women. However, the cultural 
ideology may maintain that an uncircumcised woman 
is not respectable, and few families want to risk their 
daughter’s chances of marriage by not having her cir-
cumcised (Fluehr-Lobban 2003). 

The right of males to discipline, hit, or beat their 
wives is often maintained in a male-dominated culture 
(Tapper and Tapper 1992–1993). Other examples of 
these types of practices, such as head-hunting, slavery, 
female subordination, torture, and unnecessarily dan-
gerous child labor, also fall into this category. According 
to a universal humanitarian standard suggested here, 
all of these practices could be condemned as harmful 
behaviors. 
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The Problem of Intervention 
The condemnation of harmful cultural practices with ref-
erence to a universal standard is fairly easy. The aboli-
tion of such practices, however, is not. Anthropologists 
recommend that one should take a pragmatic approach 
in reducing these practices. Sometimes intervention in 
the cultures in which practices such as genocide are oc-
curring would be a moral imperative. This intervention 
would proceed not from the standpoint of specific West-
ern values, but from the commonly recognized universal 
standards of humanitarianism. 

Such intervention, however, must proceed cau-
tiously and be based on a thorough knowledge of the 
society. Ethnographers must gather empirical knowl-
edge, studying the history, local conditions, social life, 
and various institutions, and assess carefully whether 
the cultural practice is shown to clearly create pain 
and suffering for people. For example, in Thailand, 
many young women are incorporated into the prosti-
tution and sex tourist industry to help increase their 
parents’ income (Barmé 2002). This prostitution and 
sex tourist industry must be thoroughly understood 
within the historical, economic, and cultural context 
of Thai society prior to endorsing a human rights in-
tervention that would abolish these practices. When 
such understanding is present, intervention should 
take place by engaging in a form of dialogue, rather 
than by preaching human rights in a monolithic man-
ner to various people in the community. In a recent 
ethnographic study of the attempt to abolish FGM in 
the Darfur region of the Sudan, anthropologist Ellen 
Gruenbaum focused on seven different communities 
to investigate how the UN agencies, the nongovern-
ment organizations, and other human rights agencies 
are influencing these practices (2004). Gruenbaum 
found that at times women were participating in the 
FGM practices such as the Pharoanic infibulation be-
cause they “perceived” them as a means of protection 
against rape and illicit premarital intercourse within 
their communities. Rape is often used in these com-
munities as a means of warfare. Thus, the historical 
and cultural context of these practices needs to be 
investigated cautiously by anthropologists prior to 
advocating a rapid enforcement of human rights that 
may result in outright rejection of the dedicated hu-
man rights workers (Shweder 2003). 

As is obvious, these suggestions are based on the 
highly idealistic standards of a universal humanitarian-
ism. In many cases, intervention to stamp out a particu-
lar cultural practice may not be possible, and in some 
cases, it may cause even greater problems. In Chapter 13,
we saw how outside global intervention adversely 
affected such peoples as the Ju/’hoansi, Mbuti, Yano-
mamö, and Native Hawaiians. Communal riots, group 
violence, or social chaos may result from the dislo-
cation of certain cultural practices. Thus, caution, 

understanding, and dialogue are critical to successful 
intervention. We need to be sensitive to cultural differ-
ences, but not allow them to produce severe harm to 
individuals within a society. 

Universal Human Rights 
The espousal of universally recognized standards to 
eradicate harmful practices is a worthwhile, albeit ide-
alistic goal. Since the time of the Enlightenment, West-
ern societies have prided themselves on extending 
human rights. Many Western theorists emphasize that 
human rights have spread to other parts of the world 
through globalization, thus providing the catalyst for so-
cial change, reform, and political liberation. At the same 
time, as people from non-Western societies can testify, 
the West has also promoted intolerance, racism, and 
genocide. Western society has not always lived up to 
the ideals of its own tradition. 

The Role of Applied Anthropology 
in Human Rights 
Cultural anthropologists and applied anthropolo-
gists have a role in helping to define the universal 
standards for human rights in all societies. By sys-
tematically studying community standards, applied 
anthropologists can determine whether practices are 
harmful and then help provide solutions for reducing 
these harmful practices. This may involve consulta-
tion with local government officials and dialogue with 
members of the community to resolve the complex is-
sues surrounding the identified harmful practices. The 
exchange of ideas across cultures through anthropo-
logical research is beginning to foster acceptance of 
the universal nature of some human rights regardless 
of cultural differences. 

An illustration of this type of research and effort by 
applied anthropologists is the work of John Van Willi-
gen and V. C. Channa (1991), who have done research 
on the harmful consequences of the dowry in India. 
As discussed in Chapter 15, India, like some other pri-
marily agricultural societies, has the cultural institution 
known as the dowry, in which the bride’s family gives 
a certain amount of cash or other goods to the groom’s 
family upon marriage. Recently, the traditions of the 
dowry have led to increasing cases of what has been 
referred to as “dowry death” or “bride burning.” Some 
husbands or their families have been dissatisfied with 
the amount of the dowry that the new wife brings into 
the family. Following marriage, the family of the groom 
begins to make additional demands for more money 
and goods from the wife’s family. These demands re-
sult in harassment and abuse of the wife, culminating 
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in her murder. The woman is typically doused with ker-
osene and burned to death, hence the use of the term 
bride burning.

Dowry deaths have increased in recent years. In 
1986, 1,319 cases were reported nationally in India. 
There are many other cases in which the evidence is 
more ambiguous, however, and the deaths of these 
women might be reported as kitchen accidents or sui-
cides (Van Willigen and Channa 1991). In addition, the 
burdens imposed by the dowry tradition have led many 
pregnant women to pay for amniocentesis (a medical 
procedure to determine the health status of the fetus) as 
a means to determine the sex of the fetus. If the fetus is 
female, in many cases Indians have an abortion partly 
because of the increasing burden and expense of raising 
a daughter and developing a substantial dowry for her 
marriage. Thus, male children are preferred and female 
fetuses are selectively aborted. 

Van Willigen, an American anthropologist, and 
Channa, an Indian anthropologist, studied the dowry 
problem together. They found that the national law es-
tablished against the institution of the dowry (the Dowry 
Prohibition Act of 1961, amended in 1984 and 1986) is 
very tough. The law makes it illegal to give or take a 
dowry, but the law is ineffective in restraining the prac-
tice. In addition, a number of public education groups 
have been organized in India. Using slogans such as 
“Say No to Dowry,” they have been advertising and cam-
paigning against the dowry practices. Yet, the problem 
continues to plague India. 

After carefully studying the dowry practices of dif-
ferent regions and local areas of India, Van Willigen and 
Channa concluded that the increase in dowry deaths 
was partially the result of the rapid inflationary pres-
sures of the Indian economy, as well as the demands of a 
consumer-oriented economy. Consumer price increases 
have resulted in increasing demands for more dowry 
money to buy consumer goods. It has become more 
and more difficult to save resources for a dowry for a 
daughter or sister that is substantial enough to satisfy 
the groom’s family. Van Willigen and Channa found 
that aside from wealth, family “prestige” that comes 
with wealth expenditures is sought by the groom’s 
family. 

From the perspective of the bride’s family, dowry 
payments provide for present consumption and future 
earning power for their daughter through acquiring a 
husband with better connections and future earning 
potential. In a developing society such as India, with ex-
tremely high unemployment rates and rapid inflation, the 
importance of investing in a husband with high future 
earning potential is emphasized. When asked why they 
give a dowry when their daughters are being married, 
people respond, “Because we love them.” The decision 
by the groom’s family to forgo the dowry would also be 
very difficult. 

There appears to be a very positive commitment to 
the institution of the dowry in India. Most people have 
given and received a dowry. Thus, declaring dowry a 
crime technically makes many people criminals. Van 
Willigen and Channa recommended that to be effec-
tive, the antidowry practices must be displaced by 
other, less problematic practices and that the appar-
ent causes of the practice must be attacked. Women’s 
property rights must be examined so as to increase 
their economic access. Traditional Hindu cultural 
norms regarding inheritance, which give sons the right 
from birth to claim the so-called ancestral properties, 
must be reformed. At present, male descendants inherit 
property, but females must pay for marriage expenses 
and dowry gifts. Van Willigen and Channa assert that 
a gender-neutral inheritance law in which women and 
men receive equal shares ought to be established to 
help reduce the discrepancy between males and fe-
males in India. 

In addition, Van Willigen and Channa recommended 
the establishment of universal marriage registration and 
licensing throughout India. This may enable the govern-
ment to monitor dowry abuses so that antidowry legis-
lation could be more effective. These anthropologists 
concluded that a broad program to increase the social 
and economic status of women, along with more rigor-
ous control of marriage registration and licensing, would 
be more effective in solving the dowry death problem in 
Indian society. 

The use of applied anthropology, based on collabo-
ration among Western and non-Western anthropologists, 
government and military officials, economic consul-
tants and advisors, and local and national government 
leaders, to help solve fundamental human rights issues 
represents a commendable strategy for applied anthro-
pologists in the future. It is hoped that through better 

Applied anthropologists use their research to help develop human 
rights for women in India and in other areas of the world. 
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CLYDE COLLINS SNOW: 
Forensic Anthropologist 

C lyde Collins Snow obtained 
a master’s degree in zool-
ogy from Texas Tech Univer-

sity and planned to pursue a Ph.D. in 
physiology, but his career plans were 
interrupted by military service. While 
stationed at Lackland Air Force Base 
near San Antonio, he was introduced 
to the fi eld of archaeology and became 
fascinated with the ancient artifacts 
discovered in the surrounding area. 

After leaving the military, Snow at-
tended the University of Arizona, where 
his zoological training and archaeology 
interests led him to a Ph.D. in physi-
cal anthropology. He became skilled 
at identifying old bones and artifacts. 
With his doctoral degree completed, 
he joined the Federal Aviation Adminis-
tration as a consulting forensic anthro-
pologist, providing technical assistance 
in the identifi cation of victims of aircraft 
accidents. Snow also lent his expertise 
to the design of safety equipment to 
prevent injuries in aircraft accidents. 

As word of Snow’s extraordinary 
skill in forensic anthropology spread, 
he was called to consult on and pro-
vide expert testimony in many criminal 
cases. His testimony was crucial at the 
sensational murder trial of John Wayne 
Gacy, accused of murdering more than 
thirty teenagers in the Chicago area. 
Snow also collaborated with experts in 
the reinvestigation of President John F. 
Kennedy’s assassination. These ex-
perts built a full-scale model of Ken-
nedy’s head to determine whether Lee 
Harvey Oswald could have inflicted 
all of Kennedy’s wounds. They did 

not uncover any scientifi c evidence to 
contradict the Warren Commission’s 
conclusion that Oswald was the sole 
assassin.

More recently, Snow and his team 
have been recognized for their contri-
butions to human rights issues. Snow 
served as a consultant to the Argentine 
government’s National Commission 
on Disappeared Persons in its efforts 
to determine the fate of thousands of 
Argentineans who were abducted and 
murdered by military death squads 
between 1976 and 1983, when the 
country was under the rule of a military 
dictatorship. As a result of his investi-
gations, Snow was asked to testify as 
an expert witness in the trial of the nine 
junta members who ruled Argentina 
during the period of military repression. 
He also assisted people in locating 
their dead relatives. 

Snow stresses that in his human 
rights investigative work he is func-
tioning as an expert, not necessarily 
as an advocate. He must maintain an 
objective viewpoint in interpreting his 
fi ndings. The evidence he fi nds may 
then be presented by lawyers (as 
advocates) in the interests of justice. 
Snow’s and other forensic anthro-
pological human rights work is sup-
ported by various agencies, such 
as the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science the Ford 
Foundation, the J. Roderick Mac-
Arthur Foundation, Amnesty Interna-
tional, Physicians for Human Rights, 
and Human Rights Watch (Mann and 
Holland 2004). 
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cross-cultural understanding aided by ethnographic re-
search, and through applied anthropology, universally 
recognized humanitarian standards will be widely ad-
opted throughout the world. Many anthropologists are 
promoting advocacy anthropology, the use of anthropo-
logical knowledge to further human rights. Universal hu-
man rights would include the right to life and freedom 

from physical and psychological abuse, including tor-
ture; freedom from arbitrary arrest and imprisonment; 
freedom from slavery and genocide; the right to nation-
ality; freedom of movement and departure from one’s 
country; the right to seek asylum in other countries be-
cause of persecution in one’s own country; the rights to 
privacy, ownership of property, and freedom of speech, 

Dr. Clyde Snow 
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Ethical Controversies 
in El Dorado 

I n Chapter 9, we discussed the eth-
nographic research conducted by 
Napoleon Chagnon on the Yano-

mamö tribe in the Amazon. In 2000, an 
investigative journalist named Patrick 
Tierney had a book published called 
Darkness in El Dorado: How Scien-
tists and Journalists Devastated the 
Amazon, in which he alleged that Cha-
gnon and other anthropologists and 
scientists working among the Yano-
mamö had devastated their communi-
ties. Tierney’s book accused Chagnon 
and geneticist James Neel of seriously 
disrupting the Yanomamö society and 
in some cases, increasing death rates 
among these people. Tierney alleged 
that Neel improperly used a measles 
vaccine among the Yanomamö, resulting 
in a measles epidemic that caused “hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands of deaths.” 
Tierney suggestd that Neel did this in 
order to experiment in a natural labora-
tory, the isolated Yanomamö, and to ob-
serve an epidemic for scientifi c reasons. 
In other words, Tierney accused Neel 
and his accomplice Chagnon of carrying 
out a dangerous campaign among these 
people. He also claimed that Neel was 
conducting secret radiation experiments 
among the Yanomamö. 

Darkness in El Dorado also indicted 
Chagnon for nefarious misdeeds in his 
role as an anthropologist. Tierney ar-
gued that Chagnon staged warfare and 
violence among the Yanomamö for fi lm-
maker Timothy Asch in order to project 
an image of a warlike, violent people. In 
addition, Tierney argued that Chagnon 
fraudulently manipulated his analysis 
of warfare and violence among the Ya-
nomamö to support his sociobiological 
views about how violence and aggres-
sion are adaptively advantageous for 
males. Tierney went on to allege that 
Chagnon himself is directly or indirectly 
responsible for the endemic warfare 
found among the Yanomamö. Tierney 

suggested that by introducing trade 
items such as machetes, metal goods, 
and imported foods to these tribal 
people, Chagnon created conditions for 
competition among villages for these 
goods, and consequently this competi-
tion resulted in intergroup warfare and 
violence. Tierney argued that Chagnon 
perpetuated an image of the Yanomamö 
as a naturally violent and warlike people, 
and as a result of this stereotype, 40,000 
gold miners invaded Yanomamö territory 
between 1980 and 1987. Additionally, 
he said that the military and government 
offi cials used violence against the Yano-
mamö to remove them from their land. 
Tierney also alleged that Chagnon col-
luded with some Venezuelan politicians 
to help them gain control of Yanomami 
land in return for illegal gold mining con-
cessions to benefit himself and some 
other wealthy interests. 

This book resulted in a widespread 
ethical scandal for anthropology that 
had international consequences for the 
field. A fascinating in-depth account of 
the science and ethical problems result-
ing from this scandal has been written by 
anthropologist Robert Borofsky (2005). 
Borofsky’s book  Yanomami: The Fierce 
Controversy and What We Can Learn 
from It is based on extensive research 
and on interviews and testimony from all 
sides of this controversy, including lead-
ers of the Yanomamö people themselves. 

Napoleon Chagnon earned his B.A., 
M.A., and Ph.D. degrees in anthropology 
at Michigan. After completing his Ph.D. 
in 1966, he joined the Department of Hu-
man Genetics at the University of Michi-
gan Medical School and participated in a 
multidisciplinary study of the Yanomamö 
Indians of Venezuela and Brazil along 
with the geneticist James Neel. Cha-
gnon returned to do fieldwork among 
the Yanomamö almost every year for 
thirty years beginning in 1964, enabling 
him to conduct a long-term, systematic 
study of change within this population. 
Chagnon’s ethnographic studies and 
the many educational fi lms that he and 

colleague Timothy Asch have produced 
have made the Yanomamö well known 
around the world. 

In a book about his fieldwork, 
Studying the Yanomamö (1974), Cha-
gnon describes both his analytical 
techniques and his immersion into 
Yanomamö society. Over the years, he 
has written dozens of books and hun-
dreds of articles about Yanomamö so-
ciety and culture. These books made 
him one of the most well-known an-
thropologists in the world. The books 
sold in the millions to anthropologists 
who used them in their courses. 

Tierney’s allegations about Chagnon 
and Neel created a well-publicized con-
troversy that was carried internationally 
in leading newspapers, the Internet, and 
other media. The book led to a lot of in-
vestigations and soul-searching among 
anthropologists. Many anthropologists 
began to ask themselves if this book 
was going to unhinge their whole dis-
cipline. Immediately, the University of 
Michigan and the University of California 
at Santa Barbara (both of which helped 
sponsor Chagnon’s research), as well 
as the National Academy of Sciences 
and the American Anthropological As-
sociation launched investigations into 
the possible malfeasance of Neel and 
Chagnon. Teams of researchers began 
to assess every one of the allegations 
that Tierney made and to follow up ev-
ery claim and every footnote in his book. 

The most serious allegation—that 
Neel had improperly introduced a 
measles vaccine that resulted in loss of 
life among the Yanomamö—has been 
thoroughly refuted by leading scien-
tists who investigated Neel’s medical 
documents concerning the vaccination 
process (Dreger 2011; Lancaster and 
Hames 2011). The co-developer of the 
actual measles vaccine, Dr. Samuel 
Katz, has stated that the vaccine was 
not virulent and thus, could not cause 
measles and that it had never done so 
in millions of applications. In addition, 
researchers found medical reports 
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Critical Perspectives continued

stating that Brazilian missionaries had 
caused the initial measles outbreak 
among the Yanomamö in November 
1967, prior to the Chagnon–Neel ex-
pedition in 1968. Chagnon, Neel, and 
the medical team were actively trying 
to vaccinate the population to reduce 
the incidence of measles. Through in-
vestigation of Neel’s fi eld journals and 
daily logs, the allegation that he was 
using radiation experiments among the 
Yanomamö was also refuted. 

Researchers also investigated Tier-
ney’s claims regarding Chagnon’s mis-
deeds in his role as an anthropologist. 
Although Timothy Asch, the fi lmmaker, 
had died before the publication of Tier-
ney’s book, many of his assistants who 
had done research for and had helped 
edit the fi lms on the Yanomamö insist 
that the fi lms were not staged produc-
tions, but rather were authentic por-
trayals of the life of these people. 

Tierney’s claim that Chagnon was 
directly or indirectly responsible for the 
endemic warfare among these people 
has also been examined carefully. Ar-
chaeologists have exhumed an enor-
mous amount of evidence of warfare in 
this region of the Amazon, going back 
at least 3,500 years. They have found 
that missionaries and other explorers 
had been publishing accounts of war-
fare among the Yanomamö since the 
sixteenth century. The Yanomamö de-
scribe themselves as waitiri, which Ch-
agnon translated as “fi erce and valiant.” 
Chagnon changed the title of later edi-
tions of The Yanomamö: The Fierce 
People to  The Yanomamö, saying that 
sometimes this word for “fierce” in 
Portuguese and Spanish may have re-
sulted in some erroneous stereotypes. 

Tierney’s thesis that Chagnon’s 
characterization of these people as 
fi erce and violent resulted in the gold 
miners’ attacks and invasions does not 
appear completely valid when exam-
ined historically. The treatment of in-
digenous Native American peoples by 
gold miners during the gold rushes in 
California and in the Black Hills of the 
Dakota region parallels the behavior of 

the gold miners in the Amazon. These 
gold miners often brutalized Native 
Americans. It did not take an anthro-
pological description to motivate these 
misbehaviors, just as it did not take 
Chagnon’s depictions to motivate gold 
miners, the military, and government 
offi cials to invade, attack, and attempt 
to take over Yanomamö land (Dreger 
2011; Lancaster and Hames 2011). 

As for the charge that Chagnon 
manipulated or “cooked” his data to 
support his sociobiological view that 
warlike, violent Yanomamö males 
were likely to have more wives and 
to be more reproductively successful, 
other anthropologists such as Clay-
ton and Carole Robarchek have found 
a similar correlation in their ethno-
graphic data on the Waorani Indians of 
Ecuador (1998). However, the Ro-
barcheks interpret these data dif-
ferently from Chagnon and offer a 
different hypothesis. Their data indi-
cate that the longer a man lives, the 
more children he will have, and in that 
context, Waorani males will more fre-
quently be associated with warfare 
and homicides. Thus, the number of a 
man’s wives and offspring was a func-
tion of his longevity. This conclusion 
indicates that more research needs to 
be done on this ethnographic issue to 
provide more testable hypotheses. 

One of the negative consequences 
of the publication of Tierney’s book is 
that politicians, scholars, and journal-
ists in various countries have been 
calling for a boycott of further anthro-
pological and medical research on 
populations in their regions. Without 
assessing Tierney’s claims, many 
countries have declared their popula-
tions “off limits” to anthropological re-
search or medical care from outsiders 
(Gregor and Gross 2004). Surely, this 
will have negative effects on the indig-
enous peoples who will be invaded by 
gold miners, be infected by diseases 
from the outside, and experience the 
downside of globalization, without hav-
ing their conditions ameliorated or im-
proved by research and medical care. 

The allegations in Tierney’s book 
have been refuted with the comple-
tion of the fi nal report of the American 
Anthropological Association (AAA) in 
2001. As anthropologists were shaken 
worldwide by the publication of the 
allegations within Tierney’s book, the 
AAA appointed a task force that as-
sessed the ethics of anthropological 
research in light of the allegations in 
Tierney’s book. The AAA emphasized 
that the Yanomamö are currently in a 
position of great danger, with excep-
tionally high rates of infant mortality, 
African river blindness, and malaria. 
Their land, livelihood, and lives are im-
periled. The AAA also emphasized that 
it was not condemning or fi nding fault 
with or defending the past actions of 
Chagnon or others; rather, it was pro-
viding opportunities for all anthropolo-
gists to consider the ethics of several 
dimensions of the anthropological en-
terprise. In 2010, the blood samples 
collected by James Neel have been 
returned to the Yanomamö (Couzin-
Frankel 2010). 

As Robert Borofsky’s book about 
the controversy indicates,  Darkness 
in El Dorado did call attention to the 
dire plight of the Yanomamö and 
other indigenous people of the Ama-
zon and has caused anthropologists 
to refl ect deeply on the ways in which 
they conduct research. However, as 
the various investigations of the sci-
entific and ethical controversy indi-
cate, Tierney’s book contains many 
unfounded, misrepresented, and 
sensationalistic accusations about 
the conduct of anthropology among 
the Yanomamö. These misrepresen-
tations fail to live up to the ethics of 
responsible journalism even as they 
pretend to question the ethical con-
duct of anthropology. 

As described in Borofsky’s book 
on the controversy, most anthropolo-
gists today, as they look back on the 
early stages of Chagnon’s research, 
would not conduct themselves in 
the same manner. Chastened by some 
of the postmodern critiques about 
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fi eldwork in anthropology (see  Chap-
ter 6), anthropologists today are much 
more sensitive to their own role and 
activities among the people they are 
studying. Presently, many of the native 
peoples have become educated, and 
some of them are actively engaged in 
ethnographic research themselves. 
Anthropologists today are active in ob-
taining informed consent from the peo-
ple they are studying to avoid harmful 
research activity. In other words, the 
population being studied must have 
the right to approve the research proj-
ect and withdraw from it if it is harmful 
to their interests (Couzin-Frankel 2010). 
Sometimes, this creates diffi culties as 
anthropologists come across difficult 
ethical and political problems in their 
research locations. However, ethno-
graphic research ought to be practiced 
in accord with the ethical principles 
espoused by the medical oath of the 
Hippocratic creed: “Do No Harm.” 

To be fair to Chagnon, over the 
years he developed many close 
ties and friendships among the Yano-
mamö and organized a Yanomamö 
survival fund to try to help protect 
these people from external forces 
that wanted to take their land (Dreger 
2011; Lancaster and Hames 2011). 
If it was not for the thorough pioneer-
ing research on the Yanomamö by 
Chagnon, we would probably not be 
aware of the conditions and problems 
that these people face today. Ethno-
graphic research and anthropological 
explanations and interpretations have 
to proceed, despite the negative pub-
licity that they sometimes entail. On 
the other hand, anthropologists must 
be aware of some of the unintended 
results of their ethnographic research 
that can result in harm to the popula-
tions among which they reside. Without 
anthropologists, we are not going to be 
able to gain a comprehensive picture 

of humanity’s diversity throughout the 
world. But obtaining that portrait in-
evitably offers ethical and political chal-
lenges for anthropologists who want to 
learn, but also help improve conditions 
for humanity across the world. 

Points to Ponder 

1. Can you think of any cases where 
popular portrayals of scientific re-
search proved to be dramatically 
wrong? 

2. Can ethnographic research be 
conducted without changing the 
circumstances of the people being 
studied?

3. How should contemporary an-
thropologists conduct their ethno-
graphic fi eldwork? 

4. How do you weigh the moral claims 
versus the scientifi c research in this 
controversy? 

religion, and assembly; the right of self-determination; 
and the right to adequate food, shelter, health care, and 
education (Sponsel 1996). Obviously, not all these rights 
exist in any society at present. However, most people 
will probably agree that these rights ought to be part of 
any society’s obligations to its people. 

As people everywhere are brought closer together 
with the expansion of the global village, different so-
cieties will experience greater pressures to treat one 
another in sensitive and humane ways. We live in a 
world in which our destinies are intertwined more 
closely than they have ever been. Yet, it is a world con-
taining many different societies with varied norms and 

practices. Sometimes, this leads to mutual distrust and 
dangerous confrontations, such as the 9/11 tragedy in 
the United States. 

Anthropologists may be able to play a role in bring-
ing about mutual understanding of others’ rights to exis-
tence. Perhaps through this understanding, we may be 
able to develop a worldwide, pluralistic metaculture, a 
global system emphasizing fundamental human rights, 
with a sense of political and global responsibility. This 
cross-cultural understanding and mutual respect for hu-
man rights may be the most important aspect of anthro-
pological research today. 

Summary 
Applied anthropology is one of the specializations that has 
offered new opportunities for physical anthropologists, ar-
chaeologists, and ethnologists to serve as consultants to 
public and private agencies to help solve local and global 
human problems. Applied anthropologists cooperate with 
government officials and others in establishing economic 
development projects, health-care systems, and substance-
abuse programs. They serve in a variety of roles to help 
bring about solutions to human problems. 

A recent development within the field of archaeol-
ogy is cultural resource management, or applied archae-
ology. Legislation passed by state and federal authorities 
in the United States requires the preservation of both 
prehistorical and historical materials. Applied archaeolo-
gists are involved in identifying important sites that may 
be endangered by development. They conduct surveys 
and excavations to preserve data that are important to 
understanding the cultural heritage of the United States. 

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Questions to Think About 
 1.  What is applied anthropology? Erve Chambers sug-

gests that there are different roles that applied anthro-
pologists play. Discuss each of these roles as it applies 
to present-day applied anthropological studies. 

 2.  What is medical anthropology? What are some of the 
types of things that medical anthropologists do? 

 3.  What is cultural resource management? What re-
sources are being evaluated and preserved? 

 4.  Examine the concepts of cultural relativism and ethi-
cal relativism. Can an anthropologist be involved 
in applied anthropology and adhere to either of 

these principles or views? Are there any problems 
associated with an ethical-relativist perspective? 

 5.  Is it possible to understand the values and world-
view of another culture and not accept all of its 
practices and standards? In other words, can one be 
a cultural relativist and not an ethical relativist at the 
same time? 

 6.  Do you think it is possible to adopt a humanitarian 
standard that would be accepted by everyone in the 
world? What might this view entail? 

 7.  Is there such a thing as universal human rights? 

applied anthropology 
cultural resource management 
epidemiology

ethical relativism 
medical anthropology 

metaculture 
social-impact studies 

Key Terms 

For further information about topics covered in this chap-
ter, go to MyAnthroLab at  www.myanthrolab.com and ac-
cess the following readings in MyAnthroLibrary: 

 Jonathan G. Andelson,  Building a Dream: International Communities 
in Anthropological and Historical Perspective. 

 Alex Cohen & Paul Koegel,  Homelessness.  
 Andrew W. Miracle,  A Shaman to Organizations.  
 Paul C. Rosenblatt,  Human Rights Violations Across Cultures.                                                                      

Read the Original Source on myanthrolab.com

anthropologists reject ethical relativism, the issue of uni-
versal standards to evaluate values and harmful cultural 
practices is still problematic. Proposing universal stan-
dards by which to make value judgments and help re-
duce harmful cultural practices remains one of the most 
important tasks for applied anthropology and future eth-
nographic research. 

Cultural resource management offers new career oppor-
tunities for archaeologists in government agencies, uni-
versities, and consulting firms. 

Early cultural anthropologists who accepted the te-
nets of cultural relativism sometimes also embraced 
ethical relativism, the idea that a person could not make 
value judgments about other societies. Although most 

www.myanthrolab.com
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GLOSSARY 

archaeological sites Places of past human activity that are 
preserved in the ground. 

archaic A post-Pleistocene hunting-and-gathering adaptation in 
the Americas characterized by tools suitable for broad-spectrum 
collecting and more intensive exploitation of localized resources. 
Corresponds in terms of general trends with the Mesolithic of 
Europe.

archaic Homo sapiens The earliest form of  Homo sapiens, dat-
ing back more than 200,000 years. 

artifacts The material products of past societies. 

artificial selection The process in which people select certain 
plants and animals for breeding. 

ascribed status A status that is attached to a person from birth—
for example, sex, caste, and race. 

assimilation The adoption of the language, culture, and ethnic 
identity of the dominant group in a society by other groups. 

authority Power generally perceived by members of society as 
legitimate, rather than coercive. 

balanced polymorphism The mixture of homozygous and het-
erozygous genes of a population in a state of equilibrium. 

balanced reciprocity A direct type of reciprocal exchange with 
an explicit expectation of immediate return. 

band The least complex and, most likely, the oldest form of a 
political system. 

barter The direct exchange of one commodity for another; it 
does not involve the use of money. 

beliefs Specific cultural conventions concerning true or false 
assumptions shared by a particular group. 

bilateral descent A descent system that traces relatives through 
both maternal and paternal sides of the family simultaneously. 

biodiversity The genetic and biological variation within and 
among different species of plants and animals. 

biological assimilation The process by which formerly distinct 
groups merge through marriage and reproduction. 

biome An area distinguished by a particular climate and certain 
types of plants and animals. 

bipedalism The ability to walk erect on two hind legs. 

brideservice A situation in which a male resides with his wife’s 
family for a specified amount of time. 

bridewealth The transfer of some form of wealth from the 
descent group of the groom to that of the bride. 

broad-spectrum collecting The exploitation of varied food 
resources in local environments. 

capitalism An economic system in which natural resources, 
as well as the means of producing and distributing goods and 
services, are privately owned. 

carrying capacity The maximum population that a specific envi-
ronment can support. 

caste An endogamous social grouping into which a person is born 
and in which the person remains throughout his or her lifetime. 

acclimatization The physiological process of being or becoming
accustomed to a new physical environment. 

Acheulean Industry One of the major industries of the Lower 
Paleolithic (the Old Stone Age). The technology generally associ-
ated with Homo erectus.

achieved status A status that results, at least in part, from a per-
son’s voluntary actions. 

adaptation The process in which an organism makes a success-
ful adjustment to a specific environment. 

adaptive radiation The relatively rapid evolution of a species in 
a new environmental niche. 

adjudication The settling of legal disputes through a formal, cen-
tralized authority. 

aerial photography Photographs taken from the air of archaeo-
logical sites and the landscape. Helpful to archaeologists in map-
ping and locating sites. 

age grades Statuses defined by age through which a person 
moves in the course of his or her lifetime. 

age sets Corporate groups of people of about the same age who 
share specific rights, obligations, duties, and privileges in their 
community.

age stratification The unequal allocation of wealth, power, and 
prestige among people of different ages. 

agribusiness Commercialized, mechanized agriculture. 

agricultural states States in which the power of the ruling elite 
was vested in the control of agricultural surpluses. This type of con-
trol typifies early states. 

alleles The alternate forms of a gene. 

ambilineal descent group A social kinship group formed by 
choosing to trace relationships through either a male or a female line. 

analogy Similarities in organisms that have no genetic relatedness. 

anatomically modern Homo sapiens The most recent form of 
human, distinguished by a unique anatomy that differs from that of 
earlier, archaic  Homo sapiens.

animism The belief that the world is populated by spiritual be-
ings such as ghosts, souls, and demons. 

antiquaries Collectors whose interest lies in the object itself, 
not in where the fossils might have come from or what the arti-
fact and associated materials might tell about the people that pro-
duced them. Collectors of this kind characterized the early history 
of archaeology. 

anthropology The systematic study of humankind. 

apartheid A political, legal, and social system developed in 
South Africa in which the rights of different population groups 
were based on racial criteria. 

applied anthropology The use of data gathered from the other 
subfields of anthropology to find practical solutions to problems in 
a society. 

arboreal Living in trees. 

archaeology The subfield of anthropology that focuses on the 
study of the artifacts from past societies to determine the lifestyles, 
history, and evolution of those societies. 
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catastrophism A theory that suggests that many species have dis-
appeared since the time of creation because of major catastrophes 
such as floods, earthquakes, and other major geological disasters. 

central place theory The theory in geography and archaeology 
that, given uniform topography, resources, and opportunities, the 
distribution of sites within a region should be perfectly regular. 
Political and economic centers would be located an equal distance 
from one another, and each in turn would be surrounded by a 
hierarchical arrangement of smaller settlements, all evenly spaced. 
Developed by the German geographer Walter Christaller in the 1930s. 

chief A person who owns, manages, and controls the basic pro-
ductive factors of the economy and has privileged access to strate-
gic and luxury goods. 

chiefdom A political system with a formalized and centralized 
leadership, headed by a chief. 

childhood mortality rate The number of children who die be-
fore reaching the age of 5. 

civilization A complex society that has dense urban centers, ex-
tensive food surpluses, a specialized division of labor, a bureau-
cratic organization or government, monumental art, and writing 
systems.

clan A form of descent group in some societies whose members 
trace their descent to an unknown ancestor or, in some cases, to a 
sacred plant or animal. 

clinal distribution Plotting the varying distribution of physical 
traits in various populations on maps by clines, or zones. 

clines The zones on a map used to plot physical traits of 
populations.

closed peasant communities Indian communities in highland 
areas of Latin America that were isolated from colonialism and the 
market economy. 

closed society A society in which social status is generally as-
cribed, rather than achieved. 

Clovis-first hypothesis The theory that maintains that the 
Clovis culture represents the initial human settlement of 
the Americas. 

cognitive anthropology The study of human psychological 
thought processes based on computer modeling. 

command economy An economic system in which the political 
elite makes the decisions concerning production, prices, and trade. 

communication The act of transferring information. 

complementary opposition The formation of groups that paral-
lel one another as political antagonists. 

composite tools Tools, such as harpoons or spears, made from 
several components. 

conflict theories Theories that argue that state-level organization 
is beneficial only to the ruling elite and is generally costly to subor-
dinate groups such as the peasantry. 

consumption The use of goods and services to satisfy desires 
and needs. 

context The specific location in the ground of an artifact or fossil 
and all associated materials. 

continental drift The separation of continents that occurred 
over millions of years as a result of the geological process of plate 
tectonics.

continuous variation A phenomenon whereby variation in 
a particular trait or characteristic cannot be divided into discrete, 

readily definable groups, but varies continuously from one end of 
the spectrum to the other. 

cosmologies Ideas that present the universe as an orderly system, 
including answers to basic questions about the place of humankind. 

core societies Powerful industrial nations that exercise economic 
hegemony over other regions. 

correlation The simultaneous occurrence of two variables. 

cross-cousin The offspring of one’s father’s sister or one’s moth-
er’s brother. 

crude birth rate The number of live births in a given year for 
every thousand people in a population. 

crude death rate The number of deaths in a given year for every 
thousand people in a population. 

cultivation The systematic planting and harvesting of plants to 
support the subsistence activities of a population. 

culture A shared way of life that includes the material products 
and nonmaterial products (values, beliefs, and norms) that are trans-
mitted within a particular society from generation to generation. 

cultural anthropology The subfield of anthropology that fo-
cuses on the study of contemporary societies. 

cultural assimilation The process by which an ethnic group 
adopts the culture of another ethnic group. 

cultural ecology The systematic study of the relationships be-
tween the environment and society. 

cultural hegemony The control over beliefs, values, and norms 
exercised by the dominant group in a society. 

cultural materialism A research strategy that focuses on tech-
nology, environment, and economic factors as key determinants in 
sociocultural evolution. 

culture of poverty The hypothesis that sets of values sustain-
ing poverty are perpetuated generation after generation within a 
community.

cultural patrimony The ownership of cultural properties such 
as human remains, artifacts, monuments, sacred sites, and associ-
ated cultural materials. 

cultural relativism The view that cultural traditions must be un-
derstood within the context of a particular society’s responses to 
problems, cultural practices, and values. 

culture shock A severe psychological reaction that results from ad-
justing to the realities of a society radically different from one’s own. 

cultural universals Essential behavioral characteristics of hu-
mans found in all societies. 

cultural resource management The attempt to protect and con-
serve artifacts and archaeological resources for the future. 

culture A shared way of life that includes material products, val-
ues, beliefs, and norms that are transmitted within a particular soci-
ety from generation to generation. 

Cut marks Marks left on bones as a consequence of stone tool 
use, distinct from marks that might be left by a predator’s teeth or 
natural weathering. 

datum point A reference point in an archaeological excavation, 
often some permanent feature or marker, from which all measure-
ments of contour, level, and location are taken. 

deductive method A method of investigation in which a scientist 
begins with a general theory, develops specific hypotheses, and 
tests them. 
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dendrochronology A numerical dating technique based on the 
varying pattern of environmental conditions preserved in the an-
nual growth rings of trees. 

dentition The number, form, and arrangement of teeth. 

demographic transition The decline of birth rates and death 
rates during later phases of industrialization. 

demographic-transition theory A model used to measure pop-
ulation trends within a society that assumes a close connection be-
tween fertility and mortality rates and socioeconomic development. 

demography The study of population and its relationship to 
society.

deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) A chain of chemicals contained 
in each chromosome that produces physical traits that are transmit-
ted to the offspring during reproduction. 

dexterity The flexibility and efficient use of the digits (fingers 
and toes) of the feet and hands. This is a key characteristic of the 
primates that allows them to grasp and manipulate objects. 

dependency theory The theory that underdevelopment in Third 
World societies is the result of domination by industrial capitalist 
societies.

dependent variable A variable whose value changes in response 
to changes in the independent variable. 

descent group A social group identified by a person in order to 
trace his or her real or fictive kinship relationships. 

developmental acclimatization Permanent or non-reversible 
adaptation to specialized environmental conditions such as high 
altitude.

dialect A linguistic pattern involving differences in pronuncia-
tion, vocabulary, or syntax that occurs within a common language 
family.

diffusionism The spread of cultural traits from one society to 
another. 

diurnal Active during the day. 

division of labor The specialized economic roles and activities 
within a society. 

domestication The systematic, artificial selection of traits in 
plants or animals to make them more useful to human beings. 

dominance hierarchy The relative social status or ranking order 
found in some primate social groups. 

dominant The form of a gene that is expressed in a heterozy-
gous pair. 

doubling time The period of time required for a population to 
double.

dowry Goods and wealth paid by the bride’s family to the 
groom’s family. 

drives Basic, inborn biological urges that motivate human 
behavior. 

dyadic contract A reciprocal exchange arrangement between 
two individuals. 

ecclesiastical religions Religious traditions that develop in state 
societies and combine governmental and religious authority. 

ecofacts Archaeological finds that have cultural significance 
but that are not artifacts manufactured or produced by humans. 
Examples of ecofacts would be botanical, faunal, and shell remains 
recovered from an archaeological site. 

ecology The study of living organisms in relationship to their 
environment.

ecological niche The specific environmental setting to which an 
organism is adapted. 

economy The social relationships that organize the production, 
exchange, and consumption of goods and services. 

egalitarian A type of social structure that emphasizes equality 
among different statuses. 

ego Freud’s term to refer to the aspect of the personality that is 
displayed to other individuals. 

emic perspective The study of a culture from an insider’s point 
of view. 

embodied wealth The physical or bodily health of individuals 
or groups. 

enculturation The process of social interaction through which 
people learn their culture. 

endocast The casts of the interior of the cranium, either natural 
of manmade, that provide a replica of the surface of the brain. 

endogamy Marriage between people of the same social group 
or category. 

environmental niche A locale that contains various plants, ani-
mals, and other ecological conditions to which a species must adjust. 

epidemiology The study of disease patterns in a society. 

Epipaleolithic The time period of about 14,000 years ago in the 
Near East when people begin to subsist on resources such as fish, 
small game, and wild plants and become more sedentary and less 
nomadic.

ethical relativism The belief that the values of one society 
should never be imposed on another society. 

ethnic boundary marker The distinctions of language, clothing, 
or other aspects of culture that emphasize ethnicity. 

ethnic group A group that shares a culture. 

ethnicity Cultural differences among populations, usually based 
upon attributes such as language, religion, lifestyle, and cultural 
ideas about common descent or specific territory. 

ethnoarchaeology The study of material artifacts of the past 
along with the observation of modern peoples who have knowl-
edge of the use and symbolic meaning of those artifacts. 

ethnocentrism The practice of judging another society by the 
values and standards of one’s own. 

ethnocide A process in which a dominant group or society forces 
other groups to abandon their traditional language and culture. 

ethnogenesis The emergence of a new ethnic group. 

ethnography A description of a society written by an anthro-
pologist who conducted field research in that society. 

ethnologist An anthropologist who focuses on the cross-cultural 
aspects of ethnographic studies. 

ethnology The subfield of anthropology that focuses on the 
cross-cultural aspects of ethnographic studies. 

ethnomusicology The study of musical traditions in different 
societies.

ethnonationalist movements The process of emphasizing the 
cultural distinctions of a particular group for political purposes. 

ethnopoetics The study of the poetry traditions and practices in 
different societies. 
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ethologist A scientist who studies the behaviors of animals in 
their natural setting. 

etic perspective The study of a culture from an outsider’s point 
of view. 

evolution Process of change within the genetic makeup of a spe-
cies over time. 

evolutionary psychology The study of the human mind using 
evolutionary findings. 

exchange The transfer of goods and services from one member 
of society to another. 

exogamy Marriage between people of different social groups or 
categories.

experimental studies Studies involving the replication of tools 
or activities to infer how ancient tools may have been made and 
used.

extended family A family that is made up of parents, children, 
and other kin relations bound together as a social unit. 

family A social group of two or more people related by blood, 
marriage, or adoption who live or reside together for an extended 
period, sharing economic resources and caring for their young. 

faunal correlation The dating of fossils through the comparison 
of similar fossils from better-dated sequences. 

faunal succession Literally, “animal” succession; recognizes that 
life-forms change through time. First noted by the English geologist 
William Smith. 

features Nonmovable artifacts or traces of past human activity 
such as an ancient fire hearth, a pit dug in the ground, or a wall. 

fecundity The potential number of children that women in a so-
ciety are capable of bearing. 

feminism The belief that women are equal to men and should 
have equal rights and opportunities. 

fertility The number of births in a society. 

feud A type of armed combat within a political community. 

feudalism A decentralized form of political economy based on 
landed estates, which existed during different historical periods in 
agrarian societies. 

fictive kinship ties Extrafamilial social ties that provide mutual-
aid work groups. 

fission-track dating A numerical dating method based on the de-
cay of an unstable isotope of uranium. Used to date volcanic rocks. 

First World The sector of the global economy that is composed 
of modern industrialized capitalist societies. 

fissioning The moving of people from one group to another area 
when their population begins to increase and food or other re-
sources become scarce. 

flotation A specialized recovery technique in archaeology in 
which material from an excavation is placed in water to separate 
soil from organic remains such as plants, seeds, and charcoal. 

folkways Norms guiding ordinary usages and conventions of ev-
eryday life. 

foraging society Another classification used for a hunting-and-
gathering society. 

foramen magnum The opening in the base of the skull through 
which the spinal cord passes. 

forensic anthropology The identification of human skeletal re-
mains for legal purposes. 

fossil The remains of bones and living materials preserved from 
earlier periods. 

fossil localities Places where fossils are found. These may be lo-
cations where predators dropped animals they killed, places where 
creatures were naturally covered by sediments, or sites where early 
humans or primates actually lived. 

founder effect A type of genetic drift resulting from the ran-
domly determined genetic complement present in the founders of 
an isolated population. 

Fourth World Indigenous, native, or aboriginal societies. 

functionalism An anthropological perspective based upon the 
assumption that society consists of institutions that serve vital pur-
poses for people. 

galactic polity A type of state that rules primarily through reli-
gious authorities and cosmologies. 

gametes Sex cells (such as egg and sperm in humans). They con-
tain only half of the chromosomes found in ordinary body, or so-
matic, cells. 

gene flow The exchange of genes between populations as a re-
sult of interbreeding. 

gene pool The total collection of all the alleles within a particular 
population.

generalized reciprocity A type of reciprocal exchange based 
upon the assumption that an immediate return is not expected and 
that the value of the exchange will balance out in the long run. 

genes Discrete units of hereditary information that determine 
specific physical characteristics of organisms. 

genetic drift Change in allele frequencies within a population as 
a result of random processes of selection. 

gender Specific human traits defined by culture and attached to 
each sex by a society. 

genocide The physical extermination of a particular ethnic group 
in a society. 

genotype The specific genetic constitution of an organism. 

geronticide The killing of old people. 

gerontocracy Rule by elders (usually male) who control the ma-
terial and reproductive resources of the community. 

globalization The worldwide impact of industrialization and its so-
cioeconomic, political, and cultural consequences on the world. 

glocalization The incorporation of global factors into the local 
culture.

goods Elements of material culture produced from raw materials 
in the natural environment, ranging from the basic commodities for 
survival to luxury items. 

greenhouse effect Global warming caused when carbon dioxide 
traps heat from solar rays, preventing it from radiating back into 
space.

Green Revolution The use of bioengineering and industrial 
technology for agricultural purposes. 

hamula The Arabic term for a clanlike organization. 

Hardy–Weinberg theory of genetic equilibrium An idealized 
mathematical model that sets hypothetical conditions under which 
no evolution is taking place. Developed independently by G. H. 
Hardy and W. Weinberg, the model is used to evaluate evolutionary 
processes operating on a population. 

heterozygous Having two different alleles in a gene pair. 
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hierarchical society A society in which some people have greater 
access than others to wealth, rank, status, authority, and power. 

hieroglyphic writing Hiero meaning “sacred” and  gyphein
meaning “carving.” An early pictographic writing system in which 
symbols denoted the ideas and concepts. 

historical linguistics The comparison and classification of dif-
ferent languages to discern the historical links among them. 

historical particularism An approach to studying human societ-
ies in which each society has to be understood as a unique product 
of its own history. 

holistic A broad, comprehensive approach to the study of hu-
mankind drawing on the four subfields of anthropology and inte-
grating both biological and cultural phenomena. 

hominid The family of primates that includes modern humans 
and their direct ancestors who share distinctive types of teeth, jaws, 
and bipedalism. 

homology Traits that have a common genetic origin, but may dif-
fer in form and function. 

homozygous Having the same alleles in a gene pair. 

horticulture A form of agriculture in which people use a limited, 
nonmechanized technology to cultivate plants. 

hunter-gatherer society A society that depends on hunting ani-
mals and gathering vegetation for subsistence. 

hybridization and assimilation models Models of the evolu-
tion of anatomically modern humans that they allow for varying de-
grees of gene flow between Homo sapiens and earlier populations 
of archaic H. sapiens via gene flow or genetic admixture. 

hypodescent concept A system of racial classification in which 
children of mixed parentage acquire the social and racial status of 
the parent whose social and racial status is lower. 

hypothesis A testable proposition concerning the relationship 
between different sets of variables within the collected data. 

id Freud’s term to refer to the unconscious, innate drives such as 
sex and aggression found in all humans. 

ideal culture What people say they do or should do. 

ideographic writing systems An early form of writing in which 
simple pictures are used to communicate ideas, an individual pic-
ture expressing each idea. In actuality, this system involves neither 
language nor writing. 

ideology Cultural symbols and beliefs that reflect and support the 
interests of specific groups within a society. 

imperialism The economic and political domination and control 
of other societies. 

incest Sexual relations or marriage between certain relatives. 

incest avoidance Avoidance of sexual relations and marriage 
with members of one’s own family. 

incest taboo Strong cultural norms that prohibit sexual relations 
or marriage with members of one’s own family. 

independent variable A causal variable that produces an effect 
on another variable, the dependent variable. 

inductive method A method of investigation in which a scientist 
first makes observations and collects data and then, formulates a 
hypothesis.

industrialization The use of machines and other sophisticated 
technology to satisfy the needs of society by transforming raw ma-
terials into manufactured goods. 

industrial society A society that uses sophisticated technology 
based upon machinery powered by advanced fuels to produce ma-
terial goods. 

infanticide The deliberate abandonment or killing of infants 1 
year of age or younger. 

infant mortality rate The number of babies per thousand births 
in any year who die before reaching the age of 1. 

instincts Fixed, complex, and genetically based unlearned be-
haviors that promote the survival of a species. 

integrationist theories A variety of theories that argue that state 
organization is, on the whole, advantageous and beneficial to all 
members of a society. 

intelligence The capacity to process information and adapt to 
the world. 

intensive agriculture The cultivation of crops by preparing per-
manent fields year after year, often using irrigation and fertilizers. 

intensive horticulture A method of crop production by irrigat-
ing, fertilizing, hoeing, and terracing hillsides. 

jajmani economy The Hindi term for the traditional caste-based 
economy in India. 

jati The Hindi term for  caste.

jihad The Arabic term that refers to a “holy struggle” against the 
destroyer of one’s own religion and culture. 

Jim Crow laws The laws that were used to segregate African 
Americans from white Americans in the southern United States 
prior to the civil rights era. 

kindred Overlapping relatives from both sides of a family that 
an individual recognizes as being part of his or her descent group. 

kinesics The study of body motion and gestures used in nonver-
bal communication. 

knowledge The storage and recall of learned information based 
on experience. 

Knuckle walking A distinctive type of quadrupedal locomotion 
used by gorillas. Knuckle walkers rest their hands on the ground 
in a curled position, with the tops of their curled middle and index 
fingers bearing their weight. 

kula A form of reciprocal exchange involving ceremonial items in 
the Trobriand Islands. 

lactase deficiency The inability to digest lactose, the sugar found 
in milk. 

language A system of symbols with standard meanings through 
which members of a society communicate with one another. 

law of supraposition States that in any succession of rock lay-
ers, the lowest rocks were deposited first and the upper rocks have 
been in place for progressively shorter periods. This assumption 
forms the basis of stratigraphic dating. 

Levalloisian technique A refined type of percussion flaking 
used during the Middle Paleolithic. 

levirate The rule that a widow is expected to marry one of her 
deceased husband’s brothers. 

life expectancy The number of years as average person can ex-
pect to live. 

lineages Descent groups composed of relatives, all of whom 
trace their relationship through consanguineal or affinal relations to 
an actual, commonly known ancestor. 
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linguistic anthropology The subfield of anthropology that fo-
cuses on the study of language. 

linguistics The study of language. 

logic-of-growth model The model and set of values that suggest 
that economic growth and technological developments will always 
represent progress for society. 

Lower Paleolithic The earliest stage of the Stone Age character-
ized by the Oldowan and Acheulian stone tool industries, roughly 
spanning the period between 2.4 million and 200,000 years ago and 
including the tools produced by pre- Homo sapiens hominids. 

mana The Polynesian term referring to supernaturally significant 
powers.

marginal environment An environment that is not suitable for 
intensive agriculture. 

market economy A pattern of economic exchange based on the 
value of goods and services determined by the supply and demand 
of these items. 

marriage A social bond sanctioned by society between two or 
more people that involves economic cooperation, social obliga-
tions, and culturally approved sexual activity. 

material culture Tangible products of human society. 

matrilineal descent group A social descent group whose mem-
bers calculate descent through the female line from a commonly 
known female ancestor. 

matrilocal residence A rule of postmarital residence under 
which a man resides with his wife’s parents. 

medical anthropology The study of disease, health care sys-
tems, and theories of disease and curing in different societies. 

megaliths Large stone complexes such as those found at Stone-
henge that were used for burial chambers or astronomical obser-
vations. Such structures are the principal defining characteristic of 
the Megalithic, a Neolithic tradition found in Western Europe and 
Britain.

meiosis The process by which gametes, which contain only half 
the number of chromosomes present in the original cell, are formed. 

mercantilism A system in which the government regulates the 
economy of a state to ensure economic growth, a positive balance 
of trade, and the accumulation of wealth, usually gold and silver. 

Mesolithic The Middle Stone Age of the Old World. A post-Pleis-
tocene hunting-and-gathering adaptation characterized by tools 
suitable for broad-spectrum collecting and more intensive exploita-
tion of localized resources. Corresponds in terms of general trends 
with the Archaic of the Americas. 

metaculture A global system of values that transcends any par-
ticular culture. 

microliths Small flakes of stone probably used for harpoon 
barbs and specialized cutting tools during the Mesolithic. 

middens Ancient dumps or trash heaps. 

Middle Paleolithic A stage within the Paleolithic characterized 
by innovations in tool technology, particularly the Levalloisian tech-
nique. Dated to approximately 200,000 to 40,000 years ago and as-
sociated with archaic Homo sapiens.

migration rate The rate at which people move into and out of a 
specific territory. 

mitosis The process by which somatic cells divide to produce 
new cells with the full number of chromosomes present in the orig-
inal cell. 

modernization Economic, social, political, and religious changes 
related to modern industrial and technological developments. 

moieties Descent groups made up of clans or phratries that di-
vide the entire society into two equal divisions. 

money A durable medium of exchange, based upon a standard 
value that is used to purchase goods and services. 

monocultural dependency A form of political economy that 
depends on one major resource or crop for export to the world 
market.

monogamy A form of marriage that involves two individuals. 

monopoly capitalism A form of capitalism dominated by oli-
gopolies that can reduce free competition through the concentra-
tion of capital. 

moral economy An economy that involves reciprocity and redis-
tribution among close kin and other villagers in a society. 

mores Stronger norms than folkways; violators are usually pun-
ished severely. 

morphemes The smallest units of a language that convey 
meaning.

morphology The study of morphemes. 

mortality The incidence of death in a society’s population. 

Mousterian tradition A Middle Paleolithic stone tool tradition 
associated with Neandertals in Europe. 

mujahidin The Arabic term for  holy warrior.

multiculturalism Policies adopted by governments to be inclu-
sive to multiple ethnic groups within a society. 

multinational corporation A transnational economic organiza-
tion that operates in many different regions and is not necessarily 
associated with any one country. 

multiregional evolutionary model The view that Homo sapiens
evolved from Homo erectus concurrently in different regions of the 
world.

multivariate analysis A complex form of analysis that exam-
ines the distributions and interrelations among multiple variables 
or characteristics as, for example, patterns of disease, blood groups, 
and demographics in human populations. 

mutations A change in the genotype of an individual through 
the alteration of the chromosomes or DNA. 

myth Assumed knowledge about the universe and the natural 
and supernatural worlds and about humanity’s place therein. 

narrative The oral or written representation of an event or a 
story.

nationalism A strong sense of loyalty to the nation-state based 
on shared language, values, and culture. 

nation-states Political communities that have clearly defined 
territorial borders with centralized authority. 

natural selection A theory presented by Darwin and Wallace 
that nature or environmental circumstances determine which char-
acteristics are essential for survival. Individuals with these charac-
teristics survive and pass them on to their offspring. 

negative reciprocity The opposite of reciprocity, involving get-
ting something for nothing. 

neoliberalism A post-Cold War philosophical and political the-
ory that emphasizes the development of capitalist, nongovernmen-
tal, market-based strategies for economic development throughout 
the world. 
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Neolithic Literally the “New Stone Age,” it was first categorized 
by polished stone tools. Later, it came to refer to the shift from food 
gathering to food production, as well as a suite of other charac-
teristics and cultural features such as sedentary village life, animal 
husbandry, and pottery production. Though the term is still used, 
this package of characteristics is clearly not associated in many cul-
tural settings. 

net migration The total movement of a population into and out 
of a territory. 

nocturnal Active during the night. 

nonmaterial culture Intangible products of human society, 
including values, beliefs, and norms. 

norms Shared rules that define how people are supposed to 
behave under certain circumstances. 

nuclear family A family that is composed of two parents and 
their immediate biological offspring or adopted children. 

oath An attempt to call on a supernatural source of power to 
sanction and bear witness to the truth or falsity of an individual’s 
testimony.

office A formal position of authority in a group or society. 

Oldowan Industry The oldest stone tool industry and one of the 
major industries of the Lower Paleolithic (the Old Stone Age). It 
includes simple choppers and utilized flakes. 

oligopoly The result when economic organizations merge and 
dominate within an economy. 

one-drop rule The American social and legal custom of classifying 
anyone with one black ancestor, regardless of how far back, as black. 

omnivorous Possessing a diverse, generalized diet consisting of 
plants, fruits, nuts, seeds, insects, and animals. 

open peasant communities Communities in which peasants are 
involved in producing some of their crops for the world market. 

open society A society in which social status can be achieved 
through individual efforts. 

opposable thumb A highly flexible thumb that can touch the 
tips of the fingers; it is characteristic of the human primate. 

oracle A person, sacred object, or shrine believed to have special 
or supernatural abilities. 

paleoanthropology The study of human evolution through the 
analysis of fossil remains. 

paleoecology Paleo, meaning “old,” and ecology, meaning “study 
of environment.” The area of research focusing on the reconstruc-
tion and interpretation of ancient environments. 

paleoethnobotany The field of study that specializes in the in-
terpretation of the relationship between plants and ancient human 
populations.

palynology The study of pollen grains, the minute male repro-
ductive part of plants. It may provide a means of reconstructing 
past environments and of relative dating. 

parallel-cousin marriage A system in which a person marries 
the offspring of a parental sibling of the same sex; for example, a 
male marries his father’s brother’s daughter. 

participant observation The method used by the ethnographer 
who learns the culture of the group being studied by participating 
in the group’s daily activities. 

pastoralists Groups whose subsistence activities are based on 
the care of domesticated animals. 

patriarchal Male-dominated.

patrilineal descent group A social group made up of people 
who trace their descent through males from a common, known 
male ancestor. 

patrilocal residence A postmarital residence rule under which a 
newly married couple must reside with the husband’s father. 

patron-client ties Informal contracts between people of unequal 
status.

peasants People who cultivate land in rural areas for their basic 
subsistence and pay tribute to elite groups. 

peripheral societies Societies that have very little control over 
their own economies and are dominated by the core industrial 
societies.

percussion flaking The production of tools by striking a stone 
with a hammerstone or other strong object to remove chips or flakes. 

personality Stable patterns of thought, feeling, and action associ-
ated with a specific person. 

phenotype The external, observable physical characteristics of 
an organism that result from the interaction of the organism’s ge-
netic makeup (the genotype) and its distinctive life history. 

phoneme A basic unit of sound that distinguishes meaning in a 
language.

phones Units of sound in a language. 

phonology The study of the sounds made in speech. 

phratries Umbrella-like social groupings that consist of two or 
more clans. 

Phyletic gradualism The theory that speciation is a gradual pro-
cess of evolution that occurs very slowly as different populations 
become isolated. It was originally proposed by Charles Darwin. 

plate tectonics The gradual movement of plates on the Earth’s 
surface as a result of geological processes, one consequence of 
which is the movement of continents or continental drift. 

plural society A society made up of different ethnic groups. 

political power The ability to achieve personal ends despite 
opposition.

polyandry Marriage between one wife and two or more 
husbands.

polygamy Marriage involving a spouse of one sex and two or 
more spouses of the opposite sex. 

polygyny Marriage between one husband and two or more 
wives.

polymorphism A trait that exhibits variation within a species. 

polytypic A species exhibiting physical variation in different re-
gional populations. 

population A group of organisms that interbreeds and occupies 
a given territory at the same time. 

postindustrial society A society in which the tertiary or service 
sector of the economy predominates. 

postmodernism A viewpoint that is critical of modern scientific 
and philosophical perspectives. 

postorbital constriction A feature of Homo erectus in which the 
front portion of the skull is narrow and the forehead is low. 

potassium-argon dating A numerical dating method based on 
the decay of an unstable isotope of potassium into the inert gas 
argon. It is used by paleoanthropologists to date volcanic rocks. 
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potlatch A form of redistributional exchange found among many 
Northwest Native American groups. 

pre-Clovis hypothesis The hypothesis that the initial settlement 
of the Americas took place prior to the arrival of the populations 
represented by Clovis spear points and associated artifacts. 

priest A full-time, formally trained, male religious specialist. 

priestess A full-time, formally trained, female religious specialist. 

primary sector The sector of an industrial economy that is 
devoted to the extraction of natural resources. 

primates A diverse order of mammals, including humans, mon-
keys, and apes, that share similar characteristics. 

primatology The study of primates. 

primogeniture An inheritance pattern in which land or other 
wealth is transmitted from generation to generation through the el-
dest male. 

production The organized system for the creation of goods and 
services.

protolanguage The parent language for many ancient and mod-
ern languages. 

proton magnetometer A sensor that can detect differences in 
the soil’s magnetic field caused by buried features and artifacts. 

prototypes Initial classifications of the world that help the hu-
man mind organize external reality. 

proxemics The study of how people in different societies per-
ceive and use space. 

psychological anthropologist An anthropologist who studies 
the interrelationship between the individual and culture, or the pro-
cess of enculturation. 

pull factors The incentives that lead people to move to other 
societies.

punctuated equilibrium The theory of evolution that species re-
main relatively stable for long periods, with major changes (punctu-
ations) and new species arising very rapidly as a result of mutations 
or changes in selective pressures. 

purdah The Arabic term for the seclusion of women from men. 

push factors The conditions that lead people to leave specific 
territories.

quadrupeds An animal, especially a mammal that walks on all 
fours.

qualitative data Nonstatistical information that tends to be the 
most important aspect of ethnographic research. 

quantitative data Data that can be expressed as numbers, in-
cluding census materials, dietary information, and income and 
household-composition data. 

racism Beliefs and practices that advocate the superiority of cer-
tain races and the inferiority of others. 

radial polity A state that rules more directly through government 
and military officials that have more centralized control over vari-
ous provinces and regions. 

radiocarbon dating A numerical dating technique based on the 
decay of the unstable isotope carbon-14. Can be used to date or-
ganic material such as charcoal, wood fragments, or skeletal mate-
rial as much as 80,000 years old. 

random sample A representative sample of people of various 
ages or statuses in a society. 

real culture People’s actual behaviors, as opposed to ideal culture. 

recessive Designating a gene that is unexpressed when occurring 
in a heterozygous pair with a dominant form. 

reciprocal economic system A system based upon transac-
tional exchanges among family groups that allocate goods and ser-
vices throughout the community. 

reciprocity The sharing of goods and services among people. 

redistributional economic exchange A system that involves 
the exchange of goods and resources through a centralized 
organization. 

regional symbiosis The pattern in which a particular society re-
sides in an ecological habitat divided into different resource areas 
that become interdependent. 

relational wealth Kinship networks and alliances that can pro-
vide success for individuals or groups. 

relative dating A variety of dating methods that can be used to 
establish the age of a fossil, artifact, or geological feature relative 
to another. 

relative deprivation A group’s awareness that it lacks economic 
opportunities and political rights for its members in contrast to 
other groups. 

repatriation The return of human remains or cultural property to 
a descendant community or interest group. 

replacement model The paleoanthropological theory that Homo
sapiens evolved in one world area and then expanded, replacing 
regional populations of earlier hominids. 

research design A proposal in which the objectives of a proj-
ect are set out and the strategy for recovering the relevant data is 
outlined.

resistivity The measurement of variation in the electrical current 
passing between electrodes placed in the ground that indicates dif-
ferences in the soil’s moisture content, which in turn reflects bur-
ied ditches, foundations, or walls that retain moisture to varying 
degrees.

revolution A sudden, dramatic, fundamental change that usually 
involves the overthrow of a government. 

rising expectations The process in which a particular group be-
gins to experience improvements in living conditions, stimulating 
the desire for further improvements. 

rites of legitimation Rituals that reinforce the divine authority 
of a ruler. 

rites of passage Rituals associated with the life cycle and the 
movement of people between different age-status levels. 

rituals Repetitive behaviors that communicate sacred symbols to 
members of society. 

role A set of expected behavior patterns, obligations, and norms 
attached to a particular status. 

sagittal crest A bony ridge along the top of the skull. 

Sapir–Whorf hypothesis A hypothesis that assumes a close re-
lationship between language and culture, claiming that language 
defines people’s experiences. 

schema The mental codification of experience that includes a 
particular organized way of perceiving cognitively and responding 
to a complex situation or set of stimuli. 

scientific method A method used to investigate the natural and 
social world involving critical thinking, logical reasoning, and skep-
tical thought. 
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secondary sector The sector of an industrial economy that is de-
voted to processing raw materials into manufactured goods. 

Second World In the terminology of the Cold War, the industrial 
socialist societies in the global economy. 

secularization The decline in the influence of religion in a 
society.

segmentary lineage system A type of political organization in 
which multiple descent groups form at different levels and serve 
political functions. 

segregation The institutional separation of human populations 
or ethnic groups from one another. 

semantics The meaning of words, phrases, and sentences. 

semiperipheral societies Societies that have some degree of 
industrialization and some economic autonomy in the world econ-
omy, but are not as advanced as core societies. 

seriation A relative dating method based on the assumption that 
any particular artifact, attribute, or style will appear, gradually in-
crease in popularity until it reaches a peak, and then progressively 
decrease.

services Elements of nonmaterial culture derived from cultural 
knowledge in the form of specialized skills that benefit others, such 
as giving spiritual comfort or providing medical care. 

sex Biological differences between males and females. 

sexism Prejudice and discrimination against people based on 
their sex. 

sexual dimorphism The presence of different characteristics in 
males and females of the same species. 

shamans Part-time religious specialists who are believed to be 
linked with supernatural beings and powers. 

signs Units of meaning that are directly associated with concrete 
physical phenomena. 

silica gloss A distinctive residue left on stone blades used by 
people to harvest plants. 

situational learning A type of learning in which an organism 
adjusts its behavior in response to direct experience. 

socialism An economic system in which the state owns the basic 
means of production. 

social grooming A social activity of many primates that involves 
removing ticks, fleas, dirt, and debris from one another. It may 
serve as an important means of maintaining sociality. 

social learning A type of learning in which an organism ob-
serves another organism’s response to a stimulus and then adds 
that response to its own collection of behaviors. 

social stratification The inequality of statuses in a society. 

social structure The pattern of relationships in a society. 

social-impact studies Research on the possible consequences of 
change in a society. 

society A group of people who reside within a specific territory 
and share a common culture. 

socioeconomic status A specific position determined by eco-
nomic circumstances and other cultural variables within a society. 

sociolinguistics The systematic study of language use in vari-
ous social settings to discern the links between language and social 
behavior. 

sodalities Groups based on kinship, age, gender, or other prin-
ciples that provide for political organization. 

somatic cells Body cells; unlike gametes (sex cells), they have 
the full number of chromosomes. 

sorcery A magical strategy, often using different objects, that is 
believed to bring about either harmful or beneficial results. 

sororate The marriage rule requiring a widower to marry one of 
his deceased wife’s sisters. 

speciation The development of new species. 

species Groups of organisms with similar physical characteristics 
that can potentially interbreed successfully. 

state A form of political system with centralized bureaucratic in-
stitutions to establish power and authority over large populations in 
clearly defined territories. 

status A recognized position that a person occupies in a society. 

strata Groups of equivalent statuses based on ranked divisions 
within a society. 

stratigraphic dating A form of relative dating by assessing 
whether a layer of rock is recent or old. 

structural linguistics An area of research that investigates the 
structure of language patterns as they presently exist. 

subsistence patterns The means by which people obtain their 
food supply. 

sumptuary rules Cultural norms and practices used to differenti-
ate the higher-status groups from the lower-status groups. 

superego Freud’s term to refer to the component of the personal-
ity that is formed through the individual’s learning cultural norms. 

survey An examination of a particular area, region, or country to 
locate archaeological sites or fossil localities. 

sustainability model A model that emphasizes the conservation 
and preservation of environmental resources for future generations. 

symbolic anthropology The study of culture through the inter-
pretation of a society’s symbols, values, beliefs, and ethos. 

symbolic learning The ability to use and understand symbols. 

symbols Arbitrary units of meaning that can stand for different 
concrete or abstract phenomena. 

syncretism The blending of indigenous religious beliefs and 
practices with those introduced by outside groups. 

syntax Rules for phrase and sentence construction in a language. 

tabu The Polynesian term for a prohibition of specific behaviors. 

taphonomy The study of the variety of natural and behavioral 
processes that led to the formation of a fossil locality. This may 
include traces of the activities of early human ancestors, as well as 
natural agencies such as erosion, decay, and animal activities. 

taxonomy The science of classification that provides scientists a 
convenient way of referring to, and comparing, living and extinct 
organisms. 

technology All the human techniques and methods of reaching a 
specific subsistence goal or of modifying or controlling the natural 
environment.

tertiary sector The sector of an industrial economy devoted to 
services.

theater state A limited form of state society in Southeast Asia. 

theocracy A society in which people rule not because of their 
worldly wealth and power, but because of their place in the moral 
and sacred order. 
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theories Interconnected hypotheses that offer general explana-
tions of natural or social phenomena. 

thermoluminescence dating Dating method based on the 
amount of electrons trapped in crystalline minerals as a conse-
quence of radioactive decay. 

Third World In the terminology of the Cold War, premodern, 
nonindustrialized societies in the global economy. 

totem A mythical ancestor, usually a plant or an animal, that sym-
bolizes a particular group. 

trace element analysis The study of elements in artifacts that 
may provide a distinctive signature of the artifacts’ origin. 

transitional forms The hominid fossils that are either advanced 
Homo erectus or early Homo sapiens.

tribes Complex societies having political institutions that unite 
horticulturalist or pastoralist groups into a political system. 

tributary mode The economic system of an agricultural soci-
ety that uses tribute to extract labor, taxes, or other services from 
peasants.

tribute The payment of labor, taxes, or other services from one 
group to another. 

ultimogeniture An inheritance pattern in which property and 
land are passed to the youngest son. 

uniformitarianism The geological view that the Earth’s geologi-
cal features are the result of gradual, natural processes that can still 
be observed. 

unilineal descent group A lineage group that traces its 
descent through only one side of the lineage or through only one sex. 

unilineal evolution The belief, widespread during the nine-
teenth century that societies were evolving in a single direction to-
ward complexity and industrial progress. 

universalistic religions Religions whose spiritual messages ap-
ply to all of humanity. 

Upper Paleolithic The Late Stone Age, dating back to about 
40,000 years ago. 

use-wear and residue studies Studies of the damage or traces of 
use present on tools. Such traces may provide indications of how a 
tool was used. 

values Standards by which a society defines what is desirable and 
undesirable.

variable A datum that varies from case to case. 

vegiculture The propagation of plants by selectively dividing and 
replanting living plants. 

warfare Armed combat among territorial or political communities. 

witchcraft The innate psychic ability of some people that is be-
lieved to bring about harmful effects. 

world-systems theory The view that core societies dominate 
peripheral and semiperipheral societies to create a global economic 
system.

zero population growth The level of reproduction that main-
tains population at a steady state. 

zygote A cell formed by the combination of a male and female 
sex cell that has the potential of developing into a new organism. 
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