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Preface

THE STORY OF THE BOOK

The Tapestry of Culture had its genesis in teaching introductory anthropology courses at Barnard
College, Columbia University, to several generations of undergraduate students of different ages.
The first edition of The Tapestry of Culture was published almost thirty years ago. Since that time,
the theoretical frameworks of anthropology have changed greatly, as have our theoretical perspec-
tives; the successive editions of the book have reflected these changes.

In the past decade, the lives of people scattered over the world have undergone enormous
changes. At this point in time, there is a necessity for Americans to understand that there are still
parts of the world that are organized in very different ways than is our own country. Anthropology
offers a way of understanding the nature of such societies and their values. At the same time Amer-
ican anthropology has also changed drastically, responding to scholarly and political influences
as well as the changing generations. The influence of postmodernism has created a much more
contested and fragmented anthropology than that of thirty years ago. It has generated new debates
over theory and practice in anthropology. The content of The Tapestry of Culture explains these
debates, as well as what is still generally accepted and agreed upon by most anthropologists.

HALLMARK FEATURES

The ‘Tapestry of Culture adopts a distinctive approach to anthropology, which attempts to ac-
commodate the history of anthropological thought as well as the various viewpoints in the field
today. It examines contemporary cultural differences but also seeks to point out similarities that
emerge as a result of comparative study. The approach emphasizes the interpretation of symbols
and the meaning of things in everyday life. Using anthropological tools, the task of the book is

X1
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to translate the concepts, ideas, and behavior of other cultures into a language recognizable to
contemporary students. Today the trend is to see every ethnography as a description of a unique
setting; however, beyond each society’s uniqueness, the presence of cultural similarities is ap-
parent and compelling. From its inception, anthropology has always been comparative, enabling
generalizations to be made about human behavior. Formerly, anthropologists generalized about
the nature of rules regarding residence and kinship terminology, but, at present, generalizations
may deal, for example, with the nature of ethnic group behavior and the role religion plays in
many instances of ethnic conflict.

Contemporary anthropologists pay particular attention to the nature of ethnographic texts,
and most still consider ethnography based on field research the heart of the discipline. One of
the best ways for students to be introduced to anthropology is by reading ethnographies so that
they can feel the excitement of a first-rate fieldworker engaged in his or her work. Seeing the
Trobriand Islands through Bronislaw Malinowski’s eyes as he describes them in Argonauts of the
Western Pacific conveys to students his feeling of being a castaway on a strange shore and his
sense of adventure and discovery, in addition to informing them about Trobriand culture as it was
at the turn of the twentieth century. However, students must be provided with the concepts and
theories that anthropologists use in order to understand and appreciate such ethnographies and
to comprehend the differences between a society like the Trobriands and our own.

The Tapestry of Culture provides a concise and up-to-date conceptual framework with which
to understand not only classic ethnographies but also the ethnographies about complex societies
being written today. In teaching introductory anthropology, we have used classic ethnographies of
the early and mid-twentieth century as well as those describing aspects of industrialized societies,
such as the multiethnic neighborhoods of urban settings. The Tapestry of Culture is organized so
that it can be used with the particular ethnographies that suit the instructor’s interests.

The title of our book refers to culture metaphorically as a tapestry, composed of many inter-
connected threads, in which the whole is more than the sum of its parts. Standing back from
the tapestry, one no longer sees the individual threads, but an overall design. The anthropologist
does not see “culture,” the overall design of the tapestry, while doing fieldwork. Rather, he or she
converses with individuals and observes their actions—this is the equivalent of the threads. From
this, the anthropologist, collaborating with members of the culture, creates a picture of an aspect
of that culture which he or she describes in ethnography. Therefore, culture is an analytical con-
cept, an abstraction from reality. Like a tapestry, each culture has an overall design, even though
we, as anthropologists, do take it apart, study the components (by employing categories such as
kinship, economics, and religion), and then examine the interconnections between them. How-
ever, the fit between the parts in reality is always far from perfect and there are always disjunc-
tions and contradictions. In today’s globally connected world, the disjunctions and contradictions
often dominate the picture of a particular culture, including our own.

Anthropology, as the study of humans and their ways of life, has the task of understanding the
ways in which people bring about changes in their cultures, deal with these changes, and try to un-
derstand them. During the past century, the world changed more than it had in the previous 5,000
years. Ethnicity and ethnic identity are crucial issues in the world today. Nation-states and empires
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have fractured and reformulated. People of different ethnic groups who lived together in one state
and even intermarried are now fiercely at war with one another. Technological advances in many
fields have brought about great changes in industrial societies like our own. Outsourcing and remote
technologies have made many earlier types of employment obsolete, but not everyone has access
to the new century’s employment skills or technologies. These changes in production require the
rethinking of the economic organization of modern industrial societies. Technology has even over-
taken and transformed aspects of human reproduction and ideas about the human body; we now
require new ways of thinking about motherhood, fatherhood, and parenting. Ideas about gender and
sexuality are being reformulated, with significant consequences for family organization.

The authors have all traveled a great deal in distant parts of the globe, providing a firsthand
look at the momentous changes that are taking place. We have observed how Pushtuns respond
to religious fundamentalism in the Swat region of Pakistan. We have watched the way in which
many Mongolian families have returned to nomadic pastoralism as their nation detached itself
from the former Soviet empire and its industrial collapse. We have seen how globalization af-
fects market towns in Myanmar (formerly Burma) where tribal people still maintain their own
identities vis-a-vis the majority Burmese. We have observed the expansion of the Indian economy
as a consequence of outsourcing from America and expanding globalization. We have observed
rural agriculturalists as they plant new crops that will be exported and sold in the United States,
Europe, and Japan. And, we have observed community activism that challenges the social and
political status quo in multiple settings around the world.

New 10 THE NINTH EDITION

In this new edition, as is our usual practice, we have added a great deal of new material and made
discussions and examples in every chapter more current, in accord with present-day thinking in
the anthropological literature. Our new coauthor, Maxine Weisgrau, brings her field experience
in northern India, as well as her background in teaching anthropology, development, and gender,
to this edition of Tapestry. We highlight below the major changes to the text to be found in the
ninth edition. Although some issues have been with us since the beginnings of the discipline,
contemporary commentators and critics within and outside anthropology have compelled us to
confront them anew.

Chapter 1, “Anthropological Perspectives,” contains updated definitions of terms like culture,
cultural rules and universals, social structure, and agency. There is an expanded discussion of the
evolution of culture and the development of language using recent archeological and paleonto-
logical information. The current state of postmodernist theory, historical anthropology, neo-Marx-
ism, and evolutionary psychology is discussed, as well as the effects of globalization as a subject
of anthropological inquiry.

Chapter 2, “The Anthropological Method,” includes an expanded discussion of the experien-
tial and reflexive aspects of fieldwork. In addition, we consider the role of multisited fieldwork
in the study of complex societies. This chapter also illustrates the uses of multiple sources in
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comparing and analyzing marriage rituals in two different times and places.

Chapter 3, “Language and Culture,” discusses the evolution and structure of language. There
is greater emphasis on the role language plays in power and policy decisions. Newer research on
male and female speech in the workplace is explored. The current research on the global spread
of English and world Englishes as a consequence of the development of a world market is ex-
plored.

Chapter 4, “Learning Language and Learning Culture,” includes new theoretical ideas about
how children learn language, such as when vowels and word order begin, and the role this plays
in cognitive development. There is an expanded discussion of learning culture, specifically, how
moral socialization of Chinese children contrasts with Quechua children, who learn within a
permissive society. The construction of person and self in multiple situations is also examined.

Chapter 5, “Symbolic Meanings,” explores the relationship between the Indian caste system
and food symbolism. The symbolism of the human is examined through discussions about the
way in which some societies prefer plumpness in women and other societies, such as our own,
prefer women who are thin. There is also an expanded section on how body symbolism plays out
in organ transplantation.

In Chapter 6, “Ties That Connect,” we deal with the present-day role of kinship in Uzbekistan,
Kazakstan, and Turkmenia, and how kinship dominates the politics of the Gulf States of Kuwait and
Oman. We discuss the return of family and its significance in China today. A new subsection, “The
Impact of Biological Technologies on Kinship,” deals with the role reproductive technologies plays in
kinship in the United States and the new issues families now confront. For example, are male medi-
cal students related to the many children born from their donated sperm? And if they are, what are
their parental obligations? Do their biological offspring have the right to know their genetic parents?
The growing importance of gay and lesbian families and the new forms of family being created are
also investigated.

Chapter 7, “Gender and Age,” includes an expanded discussion of masculine perspectives
in gender studies and feminist anthropology. Sexualities and gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans-
gendered perspectives in theory and practice cross-culturally are discussed. There is also an
exploration of the lives of transgendered Indian Hijras as described in ethnography. The politics
of gender and aging in the contemporary United States are brought up to date.

Chapter 8, “The Economic Organization of Societies: Production, Distribution, and Con-
sumption,” includes several new sections in light of the enormous economic changes that have
taken place on a global level. We consider how former hunter-gathers like the Australian Aborigi-
nes are beginning to receive financial benefits from companies who are exploiting their traditional
knowledge. The issue of land rights and changes in the indigenous position on “ecotourism” are
also discussed. The modern exploitation of reindeer pastoralism by Siberians is described. The
phenomenon of the globalization of work, as exemplified by Indian call centers and the labor ex-
ploitation that occurs is examined. The transnational clothing market and the way in which this
clothing is reconceptualized and recommodified is another example of globalization. Food is an
another important expression of cultural values explored in this chapter. This is illustrated by the
way in which the Yapese food repertoire pits local foods against pizza.
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Chapter 9 is now entitled “Power, Politics, and Conflict.” It contains a rethinking of how to
define warfare and considers its ubiquitousness. Current views on the anthropology of violence
are explored. We consider the role empowerment plays in countries like India and Zimbabwe.
The emergence of nationalism in former “Cold War” countries—*Neonationalism”™— is investi-
gated.

Chapter 10, "Religion and the Supernatural,” contains an expanded subsection entitled “Cy-
perspace and Religion: Give Me That Online Religion,” which includes recent research about
how religious organizations use the Internet. We have lengthened our discussion of the ways
“fundamentalisms” are increasingly important in the United States and other parts of the world,
and we explore current debates about creationism and intelligent design.

In Chapter 11, “Myths, Legends, and Folktales: Past, Present and Future,” we illustrate the
use of folktales as a vehicle for transmitting cultural values as well as a way of distinguishing the
group from other groups, using a Judeo-Spanish example. America’s love affair with the Mafia
is reiterated as we examine the way in which the television show “The Sopranos” expresses a
dialectic between American values of family, home, roots, loyalty, and the criminal underworld of
the Mafia. The discussion of urban legends has been expanded to include “Twin Tower” legends,
which focus on the events of September 11, 2001, and narratives about “organ theft.”

In Chapter 12, “The Artistic Dimension,” we discuss the continuing impact of the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) and the growth of community con-
trolled museums. We show how the Bukharan Jewish community in Vienna uses different musi-
cal forms to communicate community unity as well as generational variation. We investigate the
way in which learning new dance forms in the United States, like the tango, Balkan dance forms,
Balinese, and Cambodian dance, all represent a means of assuming new “exotic” identities.

Chapter 13, “Living/Working in the Globalized World: Colonialism, Globalization, and De-
velopment,” is expanded and reorganized to focus on gender, employment, and globalization.
We now include discussions of free trade, post-Fordist economics, and international conserva-
tion movements as anthropological and ethnographic subjects. There are expanded sections on
international development and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), as well as the role that
globalization plays in the expansion of tourism.

In Chapter 14, “States and Identities: Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism,” racial categories
in contemporary America are examined; a discussion of “Kennewick Man” relates fossil remains
to current debates over racial and ethnic identity. How nationalism, racial identities, and the
state are interrelated is also investigated in multiple settings. We then include an exploration of
nationality, state building, and the political uses of archaeology in discourses of nationalism and
state formation.

End-of-chapter material includes detailed bulleted summaries, suggested additional readings
(including recently published ethnographies), and related websites. Terms defined in the glossary
section are clearly identified in boldface throughout the text, and section headings guide students
and instructors to the key ideas and concepts within each chapter. In addition, expanded supple-
ments for students and instructors enhance the content of the ninth edition of The Tapestry of
Culture.
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The Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank includes the following:

Detailed chapter outline

Key terms in chapter

Discussion topics for classroom use or essay exam questions
Test bank with multiple-choice and matching questions

The test questions are available in Word format and in Respondus computerized test bank
format. Respondus is a powerful tool for creating and managing exams that can be printed to
paper or published directly to Blackboard, WebCT, eCollege, ANGEL, and other eLearning sys-
tems. To request copies of the supplements, email textbooks@rowman.com.

A website for students is available at http://www.rowman.com/RL/books/tapestrystudent/.
The site offers students the following resources:

Learning objectives

Sample questions: true-false, multiple-choice, fill-in formats
Internet activities

Glossary: definitions of key topics in chapter
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Chapter 1
Anthropological
Perspectives

HumANs PossEss CULTURE that makes them significantly different from other members of the
animal kingdom. Culture refers to the human behavior, symbols, beliefs, ideas, and the material
objects humans make. It is also referred to as the “way of life” of a people. Though humans have
culture, they are still primates and share 99 percent of their genes with other members of this
biological order. Other animals have systems of communication such as calls, but no other animal
has the equivalent of human language. The behavior of humans is governed by cultural rules,
while all other animals have patterns of behavior that are determined by their genetic makeup.
No other animal cooks its food and eats meals according to cultural rules the way humans do.

Some anthropologists argue that one must constantly consider man within this larger biologi-
cal context since only then will we be able to understand how language and culture evolved in
humans. What were the biological and ecological conditions that permitted or encouraged these
evolutionary developments? In contrast, other theorists have argued that knowing the biological
and evolutionary background of humans tells us nothing when we set out to study cultural be-
havior and languages. To them, the fact that humans are animals is simply irrelevant in the study
of human cultural behavior. We intend to deal with this subject below.

What are the premises with which anthropologists today investigate the culture or way of
life of a people, with all its variations and permutations? Each culture has an underlying logic of
its own. For people from another culture, it is like looking through the looking glass at a world
very different from one’s own where people behave in strange ways. People’s behavior makes
sense once we understand the premises by which they live. The anthropologist’s task has been to
“translate” cultures and their premises to make them understandable to us, but also to categorize
cultures in terms of the analytical concepts developed in anthropology that permit comparison to
reveal cross-cultural differences and similarities.

The task of anthropology historically has been to focus on societies other than our own.
Though people are becoming more aware of different cultures today, as a consequence of the
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spread of ideas through globalization, anthropology still has a mission to perform. It is to learn
more about other cultures to permit better intercultural communication so we can better under-
stand other peoples. For example, the term tribal societies is mentioned frequently by the media.
What specifically does it mean? Its meaning has consequence for the foreign policy of the United
States. Another consequence of learning more about other cultures is that we learn more about
ourselves. The anthropologist’s methods are different from those of other social scientists, and
that difference influences the nature of the discipline—its concepts, procedures, and theories.

Anthropological investigation of a way of life other than one’s own is like a trip into another
universe where people behave in very different ways, and the rules may be turned on their heads.
Anthropological research involves a journey—a journey in space, a journey through time, a psy-
chological journey into an alien world. The anthropologist must abandon the prejudices of his or
her own society and suspend its cultural rules, learn the way of life of the society he or she has
entered, and then return to tell “its story.” By doing this, the anthropologist seems to put himself
or herself in the position of being the “authority” about that society. Some of the literate members
of many societies that anthropologists have studied disagree. Some have called the gathering,
analysis, and publication of information about the society that the anthropologist has studied an
“appropriation” of their culture. Though, over the years, novelists and science fiction writers have
been drawn to such journeys into different worlds, the anthropologist’s journey is different. Fic-
tion writers usually never leave home and merely imagine the far-off place about which they are
writing. They have a variety of points of view, which are very personal. They may look at people
from other cultures as “cruel savages” or as living in a kind of Eden that is close to nature.

Cultures were never separate bounded entities. From the beginning, human beings have al-
ways moved or traveled beyond the borders of the area they called home. This was the means by
which Homo sapiens eventually peopled most of the earth. The characteristics of one culture have
always spread from one culture to another. The process of globalization has brought American
culture in the form of Pepsi-Cola and McDonald’s menus to the most remote parts of the world,
but a traveler to distant places is still impressed with the differences between cultures. Many
Chinese people eat sea cucumbers and dogs. Roast dog is served in the restaurants of Guandong.
Americans do not consider such creatures to be food. People in every culture think that what they
eat is “the right stuff.” Veiling is another cultural feature increasingly shared by many societies
but not our own. In societies in the Middle East, women veil, but in Tuareg society, it is the men
who veil.

The belief that one’s own culture represents the best way to do things is known as ethno-
centrism. Ethnocentrism emphasizes the pride a group has in its cultural accomplishments, its
historical achievements, the supremacy of its religious beliefs, and the “god-given” virtues of its
sexual and culinary practices. Ethnocentrism also includes the idea that other people’s (often one’s
closest neighbors’) beliefs, customs, and practices are like those of “animals.” Ethnocentrism is at
the root of ethnic conflict, and the ethnonationalism so prevalent in the world today.

Anthropology examines the world of cultural differences. It examines cultural practices
within their own larger cultural contexts. Cultural relativism is the idea that each culture is
unique and distinctive but that no one culture is superior. This is in sharp contrast to the ethno-
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Among the Tuareg of the central Sahara it is the men who wear the veil.

centric point of view. Cultural relativism is also in opposition to the concept of cultural univer-
sals. Given cultural relativism, how does one deal with the question of morality, that is, good and
evil? On the one hand, there are those who believe that killing another human being should be
universally condemned. On the other hand, there are cultural relativists who argue that killing
within ceremonial or ritual contexts like head-hunting and cannibalism in the past was a core
feature of societies in which it occurred. For instance, the Marquesans were cannibals and took
trophy heads, as described by Melville in Typee. A doctrine of universal human rights, which
emphasizes the rights of the individual over those of the community, would condemn such kill-
ings. Those supporting universal human rights say community-supported genital mutilation and
arranged marriages, which are found in many parts of the world, are violations of the rights of the
individual. Many citizens of the United States feel that the death penalty as practiced here, but
renounced by practically all Western countries, is a violation of the universal moral principle that
no one except God has the right to take the life of another human being. This conflict over the
death penalty becomes an international issue when the United States attempts to extradite an
alleged criminal from a country that has renounced the death penalty to face the death penalty
here. Today there is an ongoing debate between supporters of a universal morality and supporters
of moral relativism. Subjects like the death penalty or abortion are widely discussed in our own
society. Many who object to abortion as the taking of human life support the death penalty and
this represents a basic contradiction. As we shall see, such contradictions and contested views of
one’s culture are not uncommon in many cultures.
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Tattooed Marquesan youth holding a trophy head taken from an enemy depicted in the account of
Langsdorff’s voyages published in 1804.
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In addition to cultural differences, anthropologists are also concerned with what cultures have
in common, that is, cultural universals. Anthropologists can utilize the comparative approach
to compare and contrast cultures, which identifies fundamental similarities of cultural patterning
as well as differences. For example, until World War 11, the Rwala Bedouin of the Saudi Arabian
desert depended primarily on their camel herds for subsistence. Up to the Russian Revolution, the
Kazaks, in what is now Kazakhstan, relied on their herds of horses in the grassland steppe environ-
ment where they lived. Despite the fact that the environments they inhabited were totally different
(desert as compared to grasslands) as well as the animals they herded, the Rwala Bedouin and
the Kazaks shared a number of cultural features. They both moved with their animals over fixed
migration routes during the year to provide pasture. They lived in similar nomadic encampments
consisting of several groups of people, related by kinship, each with its own tent. They depended
on exchanging the products of their herds (such as milk, butter, cheese, and hides) with towns-
people for commodities they could not provide for themselves, such as flour and tea. Because of
these basic similarities, anthropologists characterize them both as a type of society called nomadic
pastoralist. But important cultural differences existed between the Rwala and the Kazak. They
spoke totally different languages belonging to unrelated language families and had different beliefs
and practices. Societies in other parts of the world who shared many characteristics but tended
different kinds of animals fall into the same larger category of nomadic pastoralists.

CULTURE

The central concept in anthropology is culture. It consists of the things people make, their be-
havior, their symbols, beliefs, and ideas. In their definitions of what constitutes culture, anthro-
pologists have emphasized different aspects of culture, and in that sense, it could be said that
the concept is “contested.” Some have focused upon culture as a set of ideas and meanings that
people use, derived from the past and reshaped in the present. In this view, historically transmit-
ted patterns of meaning, embodied in symbols, are the means by which humans communicate,
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life. The role of the anthro-
pologist, then, is to grasp, comprehend, and translate those ideas and meanings so people of other
groups may understand them. Other anthropologists, influenced by evolutionary psychology, see
culture as the means by which human beings have adapted to their environment. They argue that
the repertoire of cultural traits of a particular group must have been the result of evolutionary
selection. This repertoire of cultural traits is characterized as adaptive; otherwise, it would not
have been perpetuated. But many traits present in cultures are not adaptive. According to the
central tenet of evolutionary theory, natural selection, individuals with adaptive cultural traits are
reproductively successful, produce more offspring, and flourish, while those with cultural traits
that are not adaptive do not pass on their genes. This perspective emphasizes what humans have
in common with other animal species, each of which is adapted to its environment.

Other disciplines study the various types of human activities; but each studies a specific sector
of this activity as if it was largely autonomous. Thus, economists study aspects of the economy like
the gross national product or the stock exchange. Political scientists study how laws are enacted.
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United States
10. Misstassini Cree
— Canada
11. Navajo —
United Stares
12. Nuchanulth
(Nootka) —
Canada
13. Ojibwa -
Canada
14. Seneca —
United States
15. Sioux —
United States
16. Tlingir —
United States,
Canada
17. Tsimshian — -
Canada Africa and the Middle East
18. Wapichana — 23. Aluund — Democratic Republic of the Congo (Zaire)
Guyana 24, Ashanti (Asanre) — Ghana
19. Yanomamo — 25. Bedouin — North Africa, Saudi Arabia
Venezuela 26. Igbo — Nigeria
27. Kanuri — Nigeria
Europe 28. Maasai — Kenya, Tanzania
20. Abkhazian — 29. Marsh Arabs — Iraq
Autonomous Region of Georgia 30. Nyakyusa — Tanzania, Malawi
21, Chechen — 31. Samburu — Kenya
Russian Federation 32. Tuareg — West Africa
22. South Ossetian — 33. Yako — Nigeria
Autonomous Region of Georgia 34. Yoruba — Nigeria

Key to Societies
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Art historians study the works of Rembrandt. Musicologists study Mozart's symphonies. Religious
specialists study Luther’s role in the Reformation. The anthropologist also investigates these fields,
but the emphasis is on their interrelationship. Anthropology’s approach is holistic and uses culture
as an organizing concept and stresses the relationship between these fields. The emphasis is on
the way in which economics may affect politics as well as art. In turn, religion and economics may
be examined in terms of how they affect one another and so on. Earlier, anthropologists focused
on small-scale societies and the focus of these other fields was primarily upon Western industri-
alized societies. Today, anthropologists focus on the impact of economic and political change in
what were small-scale societies but are now part of nation-states, while economists may do their
research in Asia and Africa where Westernization and modernization are having an impact. As we
shall see later, the concept of culture is now utilized by other disciplines like cultural studies.

The concept of culture also unites cultural anthropology with anthropology’s other subdis-
ciplines. Archaeology examines the past history of cultures through their material remains.
Physical anthropology investigates human evolution and the relationship between the culture
of humans and their physical nature. Linguistics is the study of language and the relationship
between language and culture. The research that anthropologists may do often crosses these sub-
disciplinary boundaries. For example, an investigation into the peopling of the Pacific, that is, the
migration of humans into Australia, New Guinea, and the Oceanic islands, demonstrates how all
four subdisciplines may play a role in a research endeavor. The physical and linguistic differences
of the people would be of significance in investigating how the different cultures of the areas
were transformed through time. Archaeology would show when people moved into these areas
and how their cultures changed through time. Cultural anthropology examines the way in which
migration and relative isolation brings about changes and cultural diversification.

Professionals from other disciplines are now paying attention to the concept of culture. The
World Bank employs anthropologists to do research because its leaders recognize that cultural
ideas and meanings provide the important context that must be understood in order to solve eco-
nomic problems (Shweder 2001: 438). Cultural studies, which has appeared on the academic
stage in recent years, uses a concept of culture that is primarily oriented toward literary concerns
and is really remote from the anthropological concept of culture.

Today, individuals live their lives in a world of overlapping cultures. The Navajo, who have
been studied by generations of anthropologists, still retain their Navajo identity even though they
are part of a much larger complex culture, American culture, participating in the larger Ameri-
can economy and political system. Most Navajo are bilingual, speaking the Navajo language and
English. They retain elements of their Navajo belief system and practice many Navajo rituals.
Within the Navajo population, there is considerable cultural variation among individuals, be-
tween communities, and between regions. Navajo people have always been very receptive to new
cultural ideas. The practice of herding sheep, the weaving of blankets, and the manufacture of
silver jewelry, so central to Navajo culture today, were introduced by the Spanish centuries ago,
at the time of their conquest of the New World. Although the Navajo adopted these arts from the
Spanish, the styles they use are distinctively Navajo. But earlier, the Navajo chose not to adopt
the horticultural practices of their neighbors, the Hopi and Zuni. What emerges from the Navajo
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example is an awareness that culture as a concept exists at many levels—the individual, the com-
munity, and the larger society or political entity.

Up to one hundred years ago, the boundaries of cultures were much more “fixed.” One hun-
dred years ago, when professional anthropology was in its earliest phase, field workers treated the
cultures that they studied as if they were so isolated that their cultural boundaries were impen-
etrable. Some selected islands for study because of their relative isolation. For example, Raymond
Firth studied the island of Tikopia, treating it as an isolate with fixed boundaries, even though
Tikopians did have some contact with the outside world. Cultures today do not exist within
fixed boundaries; they blend into one another. At cultural boundaries, individuals are bilingual,
frequently intermarry, and often join together in rituals. Since cultural boundaries are no longer
fixed, changes are constantly taking place in culture, often as a consequence of globalization. Be-
cause boundaries are fluid, individuals are active participants involved in reworking their cultures
and their traditions in terms of influences from the outside.

All cultures have a certain degree of internal consistency. We have called this book The
Tapestry of Culture because the imagery of a tapestry aptly conveys a picture of culture as inte-
grated. Many strands, many colors, many patterns contribute to the overall design of a tapestry,
just as many items of behavior and many customs form patterns that, in turn, compose a culture.
Culture is integrated only to a degree. There are very frequently internal inconsistencies and
contradictions, as will be illustrated in later chapters. Cultures are not single, monolithic entities.
In most societies like American society, there are subcultures based on regional, class, ethnic, or
religious differences, and the like. Feminist studies have made us much more aware that men
and women have differing views of their culture. In other societies, because of power differentials
between masters and slaves, workers and bosses, or Brahmans and Untouchables, each side will
have a differing perspective on the culture that they share. From each of these categories one will
get only “partial truths” about the culture. One could say that bosses and workers do not share the
same set of ideas, beliefs, and values and each constitutes a separate subculture. This may still be
true in some American industries; however, today, in the corporate world, at least. the distinction
between workers and bosses is not so clear-cut from a definitional point of view. Patterns and
regularities of culture do not remain eternally the same but, rather, change through time. Every
significant new invention—such as the electric light bulb, the telephone, the automobile, and the
computer—has resulted in major changes in different parts of American culture.

Culture is learned and acquired by infants through a process referred to by anthropologists
as enculturation. Mental structures or schema are created in the individual as a result of the
process of enculturation. People who share a culture have reoccurring common experiences,
which lead them to develop similar mental schema. Individuals are enculturated not as passive
recipients, but as active agents. They internalize cultural practices but may change and transform
those practices as a result of their experiences. Individuals learn another culture when they mi-
grate to a new country, but the degree to which they learn this new culture may vary, and some
may learn very little of the new culture.

Culture is transgenerational; that is, it continues beyond the lifetimes of individuals. There
is a stability and consistency of cultural patterning through time, despite the fact that culture is
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continually being reworked and re-created. Culture is always a dialogue between past and pres-
ent. Changes occur, some of which are the result of internal developments, innovations, and
inventions, while others represent introductions from outside. Anthropologists study the process
of culture change through time by examining historical, archival, and, sometimes, archaeological
data deriving from the excavation of prehistoric sites. Tradition can be seen as the “past” as it is
recollected in the present. Innovators and rebels, who try to transform their societies, have a view
of the society that is different from that of other members. It is a dream of a different future, of
a “brave new world,” which demands that present ways of doing things be changed.

HumaN EvorLuTtioN AND CULTURE

It is the possession of culture that distinguishes humans from all other animal species. In all other
animal species, except for primates, social behavior and communication are determined primarily
by instinct and are essentially uniform throughout each species. Though it was originally thought
that only humans possessed culture, recent research has revealed that some primates exhibit be-
havior that seems to resemble culture. Gombe chimpanzees in Zambia like to eat termites. During
the termite season, they spend a long time at termite mounds, and carry “termite-fishing wands,”
grasses, vines, or twigs, which are inserted into the termite mounds to extract the termites. They
also bring extra “tools” with them (Lieberman 1998: 24). Chimpanzees in the Tai area of West
Africa use stone and wood hammers and anvils to crack open nuts. McGrew earlier described
thirty-four different populations of chimpanzees that had been observed making and using differ-
ent tools. They use the same tool to solve different problems, and different tools to solve the same
problem; hence, they have what can be described as a tool kit (McGrew 1993: 158, 159). This
behavior is transmitted intergenerationally and would seem to be proto-cultural behavior.

The cultural behavior of humans, Homo sapiens, is not only learned and transmitted from
one generation to the next, but is also based on language and the capacity to create symbols, in
contrast to what we have described above for other primates. Human cultural behavior is not
limited, as is chimpanzee learned behavior, but is infinitely expandable. Ape-human comparisons,
as Tattersall notes, only provide a background for understanding the way in which human mental
capacities for culture evolve (1998: 49).

The evolution of the human species from proto-human and early human forms involved a
number of significant physical changes, including the development of bipedal erect locomotion,
increase in brain size, and especially neurological reorganization. Not only fossil evidence, infor-
mation from comparisons of molecular, genetic, and DNA evidence from contemporary forms,
but also analysis of ancient DNA and archeological remains are used to provide information about
the nature of the evolutionary tree leading up to modern humans. Earlier hominid forms, most
of which belong to the genus Australopithecus, emerged about 4.2 million years ago, were small,
lightly built, and upright but with small brain size. About 2.5 million years ago, the oldest recog-
nized stone tools, Oldowan, were manufactured from pebbles, and seem to be associated with
Australopithecus. The first Homo species was Homo erectus, “which appeared around 1.9 MYA
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(million years ago) in Africa, and exhibited a height and weight similar to modern humans, but
with a smaller brain. H. erectus, associated with Acheulean technology in some places, spread
rapidly over much of the old world including Georgia, Indonesia, and China” (Jobling et al.
2004: 262). There are two theories about the emergence of Homo sapiens, anatomically modern
humans. One sees the development of this species in Africa probably from 130 to 180 thousand
years ago, with migration later to other parts of the world, 50,000 or 60,000 years ago. In contrast,
the “multiregional evolutionary model” sees the evolution of Homo sapiens from Homo erectus
forms as occurring in different regions of the world with genetic interchange between populations
in continued contact and natural selection operating as factors in the transformation. Neander-
thal forms are usually seen as a distinct and separate species, Homo neanderthalensis, though they
seem to have continued to exist for a time after the development of Homo sapiens. The DNA that
has been extracted from Neanderthal bones is distinct from that of present-day humans. Their
exact relationship to Homo sapiens has been the subject of much debate.

Language is the vehicle for cultural expression, hence its origin has been the subject of much
interest. Some see bipedalism as setting the stage for the eventual development of vocal language.
Recently a more detailed theory has been propounded that views bipedalism as giving rise to
body language and visual gesture, which are seen not only as the dominant features of human
interaction, but as the primary means of communication for our early hominid ancestors (Turner
2000). With the use of visually based language (gestures), the brain expanded, and this resulted
in a pre-adaptation for verbal language. Verbal language could only appear after the anatomical
features necessary for its production were in place. The vocal tract of Homo erectus, the hominid
from which Homo sapiens is descended, was not yet organized in the form necessary for vocal
communication.

Although Neanderthals had larger brains and some of the same features that made human
language possible, since the pharynx was still not in the same place as in Homo sapiens and other
parts of the vocal tract were different, they could not produce vowels and were not considered ca-
pable of producing fully human language (Lieberman and McCarthy 1999). A newer hypothesis
has now emerged, which holds that changes in facial characteristics, vocal tract, and breathing
apparatus from Homo erectus to Neanderthal would have enabled the latter to speak (Buckley and
Steele 2002). In terms of the latter theory, the evolution of language must have occurred between
the time of Homo erectus (1.9 million years) and that of Neanderthal.

It is clear that language and the use, creation, and manipulation of symbols, which are cen-
tral to culture, evolved as did brain size and tool use. However, at this point there is no defini-
tive information about the way in which language evolved, since there are no “linguistic fossils”
representing intermediate forms of language, which would be equivalent to the tools from the
Paleolithic period. The central role of language in culture will be explored more fully in chapter
3. Art and music, which employ symbols, make their first appearance in the Upper Paleolithic
with the people called Cro-Magnon, who were Homo sapiens like us.

The marked development of cerebral asymmetry noted above is connected to right- and left-
handedness. The earliest stone tools were made by right-handed individuals (Tattersall 1998: 76).
The increase in sophistication and complexity of the tools manufactured by early human beings
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occurred with expansion in brain size and intelligence. The early archaeological record shows the
widespread geographical distribution of the same pattern or style of tool type. This indicates the
presence of the features that characterize culture.

Recent research has pointed to another significant development in the evolution of cul-
ture—cooking. Many animal species eat raw meat, but none cooks its food. In contrast, no hu-
man society relies on raw meat for significant parts of their diet, but all cook their food. Cooking
transformed vegetation into “food,” making it much more digestible. In examining the archeologi-
cal traces of cooking, Wrangham et al. see vegetable food, particularly tubers, which they argue
were collected and brought back by females, as the basis for cooking. They assume that females
also did the cooking (1999). Once cooked, such food became a valuable resource, which had to
be protected by males, since it was easily subject to marauding and theft. These features, together
with the formation of an extended period of female sexual receptivity, probably led to strong male-
female bonds, a pattern not found among nonhuman primates. These researchers argued that
the important transformations that resulted from cooking occurred when the first hominids or
humans appeared some 1.9 million years ago before the appearance of big game hunters.

Later forms of hominids became efficient hunters of large game animals as well. Meat, too,
is more digestible when cooked. The cooked tuber hypothesis is downplayed by later researchers
who claim that “increased meat-eating was influential in the early Homo clade . . . [and there is]
abundant documented evidence of carcass acquisition, transport, butchery, and increased meat-
eating by early Homo” (Bunn and Stanford 2001: 355). Early humans like Homo erectus show the
important fossil changes that one would expect to be associated with eating cooked food. The size
of their molars, used to grind food, is much reduced. Cooking of food, of course, presupposes the
control of fire. However, the search for definite proof of controlled use of fire by human presents
many problems. It is difficult to distinguish between naturally occurring fires and controlled
use for cooking or warming. However, many of the sites where Homo erectus was found show
evidence of fire and are presumed to be occupation sites. According to Goren-Inbar, “firemaking
probably started more than 1 million years ago among groups of Homo erectus in Africa and Asia”
(2005). The Homo erectus site at Zhoukoutien shows definite evidence of fire. The ability to use
fire and cooking are universally found in all human cultures. Claude Lévi-Strauss (1990) sees
cooking as a defining feature of humanity. He has pointed out that the ideas about the discovery
of cooking are present in human myths throughout the world.

Still another feature distinguishes human cultural behavior from animal behavior. Human
behavior is governed primarily by cultural rules, not by the need for immediate gratification. The
capacity to defer gratification was increasingly built into human physiology as humans evolved.
Lions and wolves eat immediately after a successful hunt, often gorging on raw meat. Human
beings do not eat the minute they become hungry. With the introduction of cooking, humans
deferred eating until long after the hunt, until cooking was completed. Everything about human
eating is controlled by rules. Sex is similarly subject to cultural rules. Unlike other animals, hu-
mans do not have a period of estrus during which they need to have sexual intercourse and not
during any other time. Instead, human beings usually follow their culture’s set of rules as to when
and where to have sex and the various positions to use.
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CurTURAL UNIVERSALS

The biological nature of the human species requires that all cultures solve the basic problems
of human existence such as providing themselves with food and reproducing. As a consequence,
though cultural differences do exist, all cultures share certain fundamental similarities, which are
referred to as cultural universals. Though languages differ, they are all characterized by certain
universal features, such as the presence of nouns, possessive forms, and verbs that distinguish
between the past, present, and future. Chomsky’s theory of universal grammar postulates that in-
fants have an innate cognitive structure that enables them to learn the grammatical complexities
of any language (1998, 1999, 2000). Though languages are different from one another, they all
have these universal features. Human consumption of food follows cultural rules regarding what
is eaten, when, with whom, and how—with which utensils you eat, with the right hand, and not
the left. All cultures have some kind of incest taboo, though the relatives with whom they must
not have sexual intercourse vary, as we will describe in chapter 6. Rites of passage, such as birth,
reaching adulthood, marriage, and death, are celebrated ceremonially by societies, though not all
of them celebrate each of these rites of passage. Some anthropologists have pointed out that all
cultures have law, government, religion, conceptions of self, marriage, family, and kinship (Brown
1991, Kluckhohn 1953). These universal cultural categories are present in all human societies
since each must deal with the problems and concerns that all humans face (Goodenough 1970:
120). Ultimately, it is the characteristics of the human species and the human mind that form
the basis for cultural universals. Languages and cultures are structured in a particular manner as
a consequence of the fact that the mind of Homo sapiens is organized in a certain way. According
to recent evolutionary psychologists, there is a “neurocognitive specialization for social exchange
reliably developed across striking variations in cultural experience. It is one component of a
complex and universal human nature” (Cosmides and Toobey 2005: 623). This means that social
exchange is universal in all cultures, based on innate characteristics of human cognitive structure,
though the rules of social exchange vary from one culture to another.

CuLruraL RULES

Cultural rules dictate the way in which basic biological drives are expressed. What is learned
and internalized by human infants during the process of enculturation in different cultures are
cultural rules. The enormous variations between cultures are due to differences in cultural
rules. Defining these cultural rules is like trying to identify the rules that govern a language. All
languages operate according to sets of rules, and people follow these in their speech. It is the
linguist’s job to determine the rules of grammar that the speakers of languages use automatically
and are usually not aware of. Frequently, people can tell the anthropologist what the cultural rules
are. At other times, they may behave according to rules that they themselves cannot verbalize.
The anthropologist’s job is to uncover those cultural rules of which people may be unaware. The
existence of rules does not imply that speakers of a language or members of a culture are robots
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who speak and act in identical fashion. Each infant learns cultural rules in a distinctive manner,
and every speaker of a language has his or her distinctive pronunciation and linguistic manner-
isms. Individual variation is considerable in spoken language, and it is equally present in cultural
practice. Rules are meant to be flouted, and often individuals respond to rules that way. Lawyers
and accountants in our society advise people on how to get as close as possible to the limit of the
law. If they cross over the line and the government becomes aware of it, they will be in trouble
with the IRS or the attorney general. Lastly, individuals are not simply recipients of culture; they
are active participants in reworking their cultures and their traditions. As a consequence, there
is variation in observing the rules.

Rules governing sexual behavior in terms of with whom it is allowed, as well as when, where,
and how, are highly variable. For example, when Powdermaker studied the village of Lesu, in
Papua New Guinea, it was acceptable for sexual intercourse to take place before marriage (1933).
The marriage relationship was symbolized by eating together. When a couple publicly shared a
meal, this signified that they were married and could henceforth eat only with one another. Even
though husband and wife could have sexual relations with other individuals, they could not eat
with them. In our society, in contrast, until the beginning of the sexual revolution about 60 years
ago, couples engaged to be married could eat together, but sexual intercourse could not take place
until after marriage. The act of sexual intercourse symbolized marriage. At that time, if either
spouse had intercourse with another individual after marriage, that constituted the criminal act
of adultery. However, either spouse could have dinner with someone of the opposite sex. From
the perspective of someone in our society, the rules governing marriage in Lesu appear to be like
our rules from 60 years ago “stood on their heads.”

We noted earlier that workers and bosses have differing cultural perspectives. Their rep-
ertoire of cultural rules likewise may vary. Similarly, subcultures also exhibit variability in their
cultural rules. This is referred to as intracultural variation.

On occasion, as we noted above, individuals may violate cultural rules. All cultures have some
provision for sanctioning the violation of cultural rules as well as rewards for obeying them. In
the same way that the sets of cultural rules differ, both rewards and punishments also differ from
one culture to another. Cultural rules also change over time. When many individuals consistently
interpret a rule differently than it had been interpreted before, the result will be a change in the
rule itself. An example of this sort is the fact that sexual intercourse in our society is no longer
solely a symbol of marriage, as we have noted.

SOCIETY

Another concept paralleling culture is that of society. Culture deals with meanings and symbolic
patterning, while society has been used to deal with the organization of social relationships within
groups. Culture is distinctive of humans alone, although there are some primates that have what we
have characterized as proto-culture. However, all animals that live in groups, humans among them,
can be said to have societies. Thus a bee hive, a wolf pack, a deer herd, and a baboon troop all
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constitute societies. As in a human society, the individual members of a wolf pack are differentiated
as males and females, as immature individuals and adults, and as mothers, fathers, and offspring.
Individual wolves in each of these social categories behave in particular ways. That there are resem-
blances between wolf and human societies should not be surprising, since both wolves and humans
are social animals. Today, there are no absolutely bounded social entities of the type that were labeled
societies in the past. Nation-states that are independent political entities are connected to other na-
tion-states. Many nation-states are multiethnic, containing groups with somewhat different cultural
repertoires. Though anthropologists might begin their research with such groups as if they were
separate entities like societies, in the final analysis, their social and cultural connection to other such
groups and to the nation-state must be considered. These groups share cultural ideas, and still other
ideas are contested, but they have some ideas in common as part of the nation-state.

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

The particular patterns of social relationships that characterize a society or social group are re-
ferred to as its social structure. Patterns of social structure are based on cultural rules. Societies
or social groups may be organized on the basis of family, kinship, residential propinquity, common
interest, friendship, or class. These groupings have continuity through time. Social structure may
be distinguished from social organization (Firth 1951). While structure emphasizes continuity
and stability, organization refers to the way in which individuals perceive the structure and con-
text of any situation and make decisions and choices from among alternative courses of behavior.
Organization emphasizes flux and change and refers to variations in individual behavior. This em-
phasis on individual choices and decisions is also defined as practice (Bourdieu 1977). Agency
refers to the point of view of the individual making the choices. The range of choices people can
choose from is always shaped by the social structure. The action they take as “agents” may serve
to reconfigure the social structure (Ahearn 2001: 115).

In societies or social groups, individuals usually occupy more than one position or social
status at the same time. An individual may be a father and a chief at the same time. Societies, of
course, vary in the number and kinds of social statuses. The behavior associated with a particular
social status in a society is known as a social role. Social roles involve behavior toward other
people. For example, in Papua New Guinea, a headman will lead his followers to attend a cer-
emony sponsored by another headman and his followers. When the headman orates on such an
occasion, he speaks for his group, and he is carrying out the social role of headman. Interaction
of people in their social roles and interaction between groups define two kinds of social relation-
ships. These social relationships can be analyzed in terms of differentials in power, prestige, and
access to resources. The headman has more power, prestige, and resources than his followers.
Inequality characterizes many social roles, so that a father has power over his children, a manager
has power over workers, and a sergeant has power over his squad. The social structure contains
a network of social roles, that is, the behavior associated with a particular position or status, and
a distribution of power through that network.



16 THE TAPESTRY OF CULTURE

ANTHROPOLOGICAL THEORIES

The discipline of anthropology has been professionalized for more than 130 years. To more clearly
understand the work that anthropologists are doing today, as well as the results of their past re-
search, it is necessary to briefly survey the significant theoretical and methodological approaches
that have informed, shaped, and focused this research. When anthropology was developing dur-
ing the nineteenth century, it was envisioned as a science, patterned after the natural sciences.
This image was dominant until the early part of the twentieth century. In the decades that fol-
lowed, anthropology oscillated between humanistic and scientific approaches. One must also
keep in mind that the framework within which anthropologists worked during the nineteenth and
much of the twentieth century was one of colonial empires.

Cultural Evolution

The nineteenth century was a period of colonial expansion and the development of great empires
by European powers. Darwinian evolutionary theory was dominant. Social Darwinism, which
proclaimed the survival of the fittest, was used to justify the domination of native peoples, as
well as the exploitation of the underclass in industrial societies. During this period the discipline
of anthropology, which focused on the study of indigenous peoples of the colonies that had been
established, came into being. The significant theory of the time was cultural evolution. Sir
Edward Tylor's (1871) contribution was to define culture, the central concept in anthropology,
in a broad, all-encompassing manner that included language and all the customs characteristic
of a social group.

Generally, the anthropologists of that time remained in their armchairs and utilized the ac-
counts of missionaries, explorers such as Captain Cook, travelers such as Prince Maximilian who
explored the area of the Louisiana Purchase, and others who described the native peoples they
encountered in their travels. Many of these descriptions were ethnocentric and biased. Lewis
Henry Morgan and Tylor, the major nineteenth-century theorists, conceptualized cultural evo-
lution in terms of stages through which all societies had progressed, with the simple societies
developing into increasingly more complex forms, culminating in their own Victorian society. In
their view, some societies, namely those of the “savages” being encountered by missionaries and
others, represented cases of contemporary examples of earlier stages, that is, cases of arrested
development or survivals.

The evolutionists organized their data and utilized the comparative approach, which we
discussed earlier. They looked for similarities and differences in cultures, classified them into
cultural types, and ordered the types from simple to complex. They were ethnocentric in their
evaluation of other societies. Western religion, family life, and so on, were all assumed to be
the apogee of evolutionary development. Morgan’s emphasis on the economic base of society as
the determining factor of stages of cultural evolution caught the attention of Friedrich Engels.
Engels’s The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884) includes a reinterpreta-
tion of Morgan’s Ancient Society (1877). Both Marx and Engels were very taken with the work of
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Morgan because, like Morgan, they saw the evolution of culture as determined by the technology
and the subsistence base.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, anthropologists recognized the weaknesses of the
nineteenth-century evolutionary approach, since the data on which the theories were based were
found wanting. The characteristics of Western societies, such as monogamy and monotheism,
were arbitrarily selected to represent the highest forms of societal development. As data were col-
lected, based on fieldwork by trained anthropologists, it was clear that not all societies had passed
through the same evolutionary stages. Fieldwork revealed that monogamy and monotheism were
found in societies other than the most evolved. At that point, nineteenth-century evolutionary
theory based on universal stages was discarded.

In the 1940s, a new form of evolutionary theory was proposed by Leslie White (1943, 1949,
1959). He saw culture as a whole, over the world, evolving and becoming more complex as hu-
man beings in different places developed increasingly more efficient ways of capturing energy
from the environment. In contrast to White and his universal evolutionary scheme, Julian Stew-
ard (1955) was interested in how particular societies in similar environments evolved.

All anthropologists today would agree that complex forms of society have evolved from sim-
pler ones. However, contemporary cultural anthropological theory, by and large, is not concerned
with evolutionary questions. Most anthropologists feel that evolutionary theory does not take into
account the unique aspects of culture on which they choose to focus. Evolutionary questions
remain important to archaeologists. Anthropologists like Ingold, for example, are interested in the
role human consciousness plays in cultural evolution and in whether there is a cultural analogue
of natural selection (1996). Evolutionary psychology and neo-Marxism, which we shall discuss
below, are contemporary forms of evolutionary theorizing.

Cultural Relativism

Though Franz Boas started out as a supporter of the evolutionary point of view, his fieldwork
with Eskimos (known today as Inuit) of Baffin Island in the late nineteenth century, and some-
what later with a variety of Northwest Coast societies, especially the Kwakiutl, soon led him to
abandon the evolutionary approach. After learning the Kwakiutl language, he came to respect
the significant differences between the way the Kwakiutl viewed the world and the way other
people viewed it. He moved away from an evolutionary perspective, considering all cultures
and languages equally distinctive and complex in different ways. This emphasis on uniqueness
came to be referred to as cultural relativism or cultural particularism. Boas saw cultures as
symbolic systems of ideas. His work stressed the gathering of texts in the native language con-
cerning all the aspects of the life of the people, especially art, mythology, and language. Boas felt
that anthropologists should first concentrate on learning about the history of the development
of particular societies, such as the Kwakiutl and other Native American Indian societies. This
became known as historical particularism. His emphasis on cultural relativism came to be
associated with the humanistic approach that characterized the work of his students Benedict,
Sapir, and Kroeber.
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Functionalism

The British reaction against nineteenth-century evolutionary theory took a somewhat different
form. British anthropologists at the beginning of the twentieth century supplanted evolutionary
theory with a model, derived from biology, of society as a living organism. The basic organizing
principles they used were the linked concepts of structure and function. Structure is a de-
scription of form and the relationship of parts to one another, while function refers to how the
structure works. They spurned speculation and substituted fieldwork for it, that is, the empirical
field observations by academically trained anthropologists who had spent a year or more working
with a group of people, learning their language and observing and participating in their culture.
This fieldwork was conducted with tribal people living as subjects within a colonial empire.

Bronislaw Malinowski, a major functionalist, was one of the founders of modern anthropo-
logical fieldwork. He spent an extended period of time doing fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands
off New Guinea. He identified the institutions that made up the “skeleton” of society (i.e.,
their structure) and then described in detail how those institutions functioned. Malinowski
saw cultural institutions functioning in response to basic human biological needs, as well as
to what he called culturally derived needs. In his two-volume work Coral Gardens and Their
Magic (1935), he described that part of the economic institution of the Trobrianders concerned
with horticulture. He described planting and cultivating yams, but also magic spells involved
in yam cultivation, and how yams are used in the exchange system of fulfilling obligations to
kin and chiefs.

The other British functionalist, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, moved in a somewhat different direc-
tion. Using a comparative approach, he tried to develop typologies to sort and categorize different
kinds of societies (1952). He was concerned with the “anatomy” of societies, with social struc-
ture, which he defined as “this network of actually existing social relationships” (1952: 190). To
Radcliffe-Brown the function of a part of the social structure, such as a clan, meant the contri-
bution made by the clan to the ongoing life processes of the society. He strongly opposed what
he referred to as “conjectural history,” which had been characteristic of evolutionary theory. Real
history, he argued, existed only where there were written records kept by the people themselves.
Unfortunately, the effect of Radcliffe-Brown’s position was to inhibit all kinds of historical re-
search by British anthropologists for one or two generations.

With the breakdown of colonial empires after World War 11, the functionalist theoretical
framework, which emphasized unchanging societies existing in a state of equilibrium, came un-
der attack. British anthropologists, such as A. L. Epstein and Philip Mayer, began to follow the
tribal people whom they had studied earlier as they moved into the cities and went to work in
the mines, documenting the economic and political changes that were occurring in their lives.
Others, rejecting Radcliffe-Brown’s injunction against conjectural history, such as E. E. Evans-
Pritchard and M. G. Smith, turned to archival research to document the histories of societies
with which they were doing ethnographic research. A much more processual model, which em-
phasized not social structure but social organization concepts and the way in which structures
change, eventually came into play.
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Structuralism

Structuralism as a theoretical approach is closely associated with the work of the French an-
thropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. He used the linguistic method to analyze culture. Sounds in a
language by themselves have no meaning but are part of a larger structure that conveys meaning.
In the same way, the elements of a culture must be seen in their relationship to one another as
they form a structure that conveys cultural meanings. The structural anthropologist attempted to
determine the underlying structure of a culture, which corresponds to the grammar of a language
in the linguist’s analysis, and may not be in the consciousness of the speaker. Lévi-Strauss saw
Boas as his intellectual ancestor. It was Boas who first pointed out that the grammar of a language
was not part of the consciousness of the speaker and, in a parallel fashion, that culture also had
an underlying structure that operated in the same way. Structuralists analyzed cognitive systems,
kinship structure, art, mythology, ritual, and ceremony, among other things. Structural anthro-
pologists were comparative in that they attempted to determine whether there were similarities in
underlying structures in different cultures. Thus, this approach may group together societies that
seem to be very different at first glance. Lévi-Straussian structuralism has been strongly rejected
by postmodernists and poststructuralists because its models were too abstract and its approach
was basically ahistorical.

Symbolic Anthropology

Symbolic anthropology, which had its efflorescence in the 1970s, is concerned with the inter-
pretation of culture and the search for meaning. This emphasis relates to the centrality of meaning
in the structuralism of Lévi-Strauss, which is one of its intellectual antecedents. Culture is seen as
a system of symbols, and the task of the anthropologist is to decipher its meanings. In the 1970s,
anthropologists such as David Schneider and Clifford Geertz began to focus on the tangle of inter-
related meanings that cultures encode. The task of the anthropologist then became one of translat-
ing the layers of meaning of a particular cultural phenomenon into our concepts and our language.
Clifford Geertz (1972), in his attempt to understand the meaning of the Balinese cockfight, called
this type of translation a “thick description.” Thick description means that culture is viewed as a text
to be read and interpreted. This emphasis on deciphering meaning has been associated in anthro-
pology with particularism and cultural relativism, both of which are basically anticomparative.

If anthropologists who wrote ethnographies were collecting ethnographic information in
the form of texts, then anthropological analysis was the analysis of texts. During the past years,
Geertz's approach has increasingly become akin to literary criticism. In the mid-1980s, in Works
and Lives, Geertz (1988) analyzed the ethnographic accounts of four anthropologists. He argued
that understanding these writings is similar to understanding a fictional body of work by Melville
or Mark Twain. The meaning of a text is found in the author’s voice, and the anthropological
material contained therein must be interpreted in that light. In contrast, Schneider continued to
see each ethnography as representing the symbolic system of a particular and uniquely different
culture. There was no room for a comparative approach in the anthropology of both Geertz and
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Schneider. In the tension between anthropology as a science seeking to make generalizations
through the use of the comparative approach, and as an aspect of the humanities seeking under-
standing, the symbolic approach came down squarely on the side of the humanities.

Historical Anthropology

Anthropologists have always been concerned with the temporal or historical dimension of culture.
The arm-chair anthropologists of the 19th century constructed a schema that attempted to de-
scribe the evolution of human culture. The Boasians, especially A. L. Kroeber, and others during
the early twentieth century, attempted to reconstruct the history of particular cultures by looking
at the spread of culture traits. They were dealing with cultures without written histories that they
could consult, and further, they were interested in what was called “traditional culture” in those
days. This was all later condemned by Radcliffe-Brown as “conjectural history.” But from the time
of Western contact, these cultures were embedded within a historical framework of conquest and
colonialism, which many anthropologists at that time did not consider relevant. Clearly what was
being described from the conquerors’ point of view, in the archival and other historical sources,
was significant and important to any understanding of these cultures. As British anthropologists
began to pay more and more attention to the effects of colonialism on the people they were study-
ing, they recognized that history was a technique to help explain the consequences of European
influence, and that they needed to acquaint themselves with the tools of the historian.

Only then could anthropologists understand the nature of the interaction between the coloniz-
ers and those they had colonized, and how each had reconstructed their world as a consequence
of the other. Clearly, control, white domination, and the difference in the power differential were
central in such an intellectual enterprise. The regional, nation-state, and emerging global contexts
with their political and economic dimensions are also significant. One must consider how the lo-
cal and global interpenetrate each other over time. What is also relevant in this endeavor was how
the relationship of archival research and ethnography was to be constituted. As Cohen noted, the
anthropologist was to “treat the materials the way an anthropologist treats his field notes” (Axel
2002:9 [1987:2]). It is clear that the methodologies of both history and anthropology are relevant
to any investigation. Even earlier, decades ago, anthropologists such as two of the authors of this
book (Rubel and Rosman) had to pay attention to the changing historical context of the society
or social group, with its picture of colonialism and domination, which they were studying. These
were to be found in archives, which in the case of Rubel’s study of the Kalmyk Mongols (1967)
meant going back to material three centuries old to ferret out information. Weisgrau's work in
Rajastahan (1997; Henderson and Weisgrau 2007) traces continuities between British colonial
documents and contemporary ideas about tourism and Bhil identity.

Those who do what is referred to as ethnohistory work with not only archival but also ar-
cheological and oral history materials to trace the history of cultures that have no written record.
The local peoples’ narratives of their own history are important. This includes not only oral history
but tradition and myth (Donham 2001: 143). In his version of historical anthropology, Wolf was
interested in the colonial discourse that developed between colonizers and colonized, and how non-
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European populations reacted to the introduction of capitalism and the way, in turn, these reactions
determined the direction of capitalism in Europe (Wolf 1982). Sahlins’ theoretical approach, which
combines history and structuralism, shows how the Hawaiians perceived Captain Cook, after his
arrival on the island, as the god Lono, in terms of their own cultural categories. Since each year
they ritually killed the god Lono, they killed Cook, and this killing not only affected subsequent
events involving Hawaiian-European relations (i.e., history) but also resulted in changes in Hawai-
ian cultural rules (structure) (Sahlins 1985). As Dirks, Eley, and Ortner observe, “[Anthropology]
has been moving in a historical direction. Only slightly less obviously, history has become increas-
ingly anthropological” (1994: 5). Anthropology cannot be the historical context alone, meaning only
a temporal sequence of events and transformations; it must still pay attention to cultural meanings,
their interpretations, and how individuals act in terms of those cultural meanings.

Postmodernism in Anthropology

Beginning in the 1980s and 1990s, anthropology, along with the other human sciences, underwent
a reassessment, which was labeled postmodernism. Anthropologists”analyses and translations of
the cultures of others were deemed insufficient and inadequate. Postmodernism in anthropology
found fault with generalization and a more scientific approach. They challenged “the assertion
that science and rationalism can lead to full and accurate knowledge of the world . . . arguing
that these are specific historically constructed ways of knowing” (McGee and Warms 2008:532).
Anthropology has always straddled both the humanities and the social sciences. Postmodernists
thought that anthropology should totally embrace humanism, emphasizing cultural relativism
and striving to capture the uniqueness of each cultural situation, which postmodernists saw as
lost when one generalizes. The ethnographer brings along his or her own cultural categories and
therefore cannot be a detached, objective observer of another culture. The anthropologist must
be aware of those cultural categories since they frame the research. The idea that the anthro-
pologist could also encompass the totality of another culture was abandoned for James Clifford’s
position that we can only achieve “partial truths” (1986).

Clifford and other postmodernists saw the ethnographic texts, which have been produced as
Western representations of the culture being examined, as being reconceptualized in our Western
categories. Since the ethnographer and his or her informants, the people within the culture who
provide information, are to be seen as part of the same social time and space, the ethnographer’s
task becomes that of an interpreter or translator. Often the ethnographer’s understanding of the
culture is presented in the ethnography along with the understandings of the informants for the
reading public to make its own conclusions.

Some have seen the ethnography, the product of the dialogue between informant and field-
worker, as not sufficiently representative of the variety of points of view or ideas held by individu-
als in the culture. They have argued that different segments of a society may have contesting views
regarding cultural meanings and that opposing views should be represented in the ethnography in
the informants’ own words. In order to pay more attention to these views, some anthropologists
have presented their analyses to their informants for comment. Some postmodernists prefer that
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the informants’ voices take center stage in telling their story, utilizing the life history approach,
which has traditionally been part of anthropological methodology. This is in response to the feel-
ing that in the past the voices of ethnographic subjects have been marginalized or displaced by
the sole authoritative voice of the ethnographer, the voice which had told “the story.”

The role of the native ethnographer, that is, the individual who is a member of the culture
who has received training as an anthropologist, is also related to the matter of representation.
Such individuals are seen as having intuitive understanding of the culture and greater ability to
empathize with the people and interpret their culture than an anthropologist who is a member of
another culture. However, there are those who argue that greater empathy comes at the expense
of the perspective and understanding that an outsider can bring. It is said that anthropologists
studying their own culture cannot be objective, tend to justify behavior in an ethnocentric way,
and often have their own political agendas.

When anthropology is seen as a science, observation plays an essential role. However, to
postmodernists who emphasize the humanistic view of anthropology, observation plays a second-
ary role to dialogues with informants and the recording of the information that informants pres-
ent as an ethnographic text. In the ethnographic accounts that postmodernists applaud, analytic
conceptual frameworks are completely absent because it is felt that in each society, which is
considered a unique entity, the categories must be understood in their own terms and cannot be
equated with categories in other societies, as is done in comparative cross-cultural research.

Postmodernist anthropologists have considered the writing of ethnographic descriptions to
be so central that one of them defines anthropology as “a discursive category, a type or group
of types of writing that have important filiations to other modern cultural and academic fields”
(Manganaro 1990: 5). They are interested in learning what rhetorical devices are being used to
convince the reader that the fieldworker was “there” and that his or her observations and conclu-
sions are accurate representations of the lives of the “others” whom anthropologists have studied.
When culture is seen as a text, as in Geertz's view, and ethnography becomes a type of writing,
then anthropology moves much closer to literary theory. Anthropology, in the postmodernist
point of view, becomes part of a new humanistic interdisciplinary approach, which also includes
philosophy, history, art history, and architecture. Postmodernists have forced anthropologists to
rethink the nature of fieldwork. They have put the emphasis in ethnography upon knowing how
the ethnographer felt as a person in the fieldwork situation and was perceived by the community,
the experiential aspects of the field. This focus upon the ethnographer is a recent reflective turn
in anthropology, as exemplified by the work of Barbara Tedlock.

CONTEMPORARY TRENDS

Anthropologists today do their research with a variety of perspectives. Since contemporary ap-
proaches are so varied, no single set of assumptions is shared today, in comparison to the theoreti-
cal points of view we have discussed up to this point. To paraphrase Mao Tse-tung, “a thousand
blossoms have bloomed.” Because of the dismissal of scientific approaches by postmodernists,
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most present-day anthropological approaches used in research do not constitute theories in the
formal sense.

Postmodernism had forced anthropologists to rethink the basic concepts, premises, and goals
of the discipline. To many postmodernist anthropologists the self-critical aspects of anthropology,
in which writers of ethnographies reflected on their own culture, continued to be important in re-
search, as exemplified by Behar's “returning to Jewish Cuba” (2007). Other anthropologists have
been quite interested in “subaltern,” or underclass, cultures in America as well as other nations,
focusing for example on the way of life of drug dealers in East Harlem and welfare families in
Brooklyn. This focus on the life of everyday people is to show that they are not the passive instru-
ments of elite domination, but rather actors making decisions and choices within the structure of
constraints. They are able, if they desire, to modify their behavior and patterns of relationships,
and in this way effect change.

Globalization

The radical political agenda of many postmodernists that is more or less evident frequently
highlights how the global affects the local and vice versa. Anthropological research since the
1950s clearly reveals what a potent force globalization has become. Africans have cell phones
and Papua New Guineans have transistor radios. Globalization and its local effects are there-
fore forces with which anthropologists must deal. For example, in Highland New Guinea, what
are the local effects of growing coffee as a cash crop and selling it to traders who come along
the Highlands highway? This represents an incorporation into a worldwide network of coffee
moving from villagers to, ultimately, your morning cup of coffee. What is the power relationship
between the traders and growers, what are the ideas associated with this relationship, and how
do these affect other parts of the way of life of these people and their relationship with the
several levels of politics and ultimately the Papua New Guinea state? Are those on the local
scene relatively powerless, as one might expect? Some who use the globalization framework
are interested in the way ideas and perceptions are formed and manipulated by the elites of
capitalist systems in order to hold subalterns in their places, disguising what is in reality class
exploitation (Ong 1999).

With globalization has come the idea of a “world culture,” that is, the universality of par-
ticular cultural traits, whose spread is a consequence of globalization. Cultural universalism
refers to cultural elements such as the Internet, McDonald’s, and Nike sneakers. Technological
objects such as “Blackberries” are known over the world although many people do not possess
them. Scientific ideas have the same status. This parallels the idea of a “world polity,” that is, the
world as a single social system exemplified by multinational corporations and the United Nations
(Lechner and Boli 2005). (See also Berger and Huntington who talk about an emerging global
culture [2002: 2].) World culture operates alongside and interpenetrates the more particularistic
aspects of local culture. For example, the McDonald’s in Moscow serves a local variation of the
McDonald’s menu. The relationship between the local and the global has become a significant
focus, no matter the topic of one’s research.
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Neo-Marxism

With regard to Marxist thinking in anthropology, many talk about the demise of the older ver-
sion of this theoretical framework and its rebirth in several different forms. Berger points out
how the campaign by French farmers against McDonald’s represented a transformation of the
economic concerns of the farmers and became “a defense of French civilization against American
barbarity” (2002: 2). “Neo-Marxists” are interested in the nature of the power relations present
in the “symbolic production of culture . . . [which sees culture as] ‘politicized’ [and] as a ‘site of
contestation” (Barnard and Spencer in Baldwin et al. 2006). The traditional focus of Marxism on
power relations has continued in a new form. A particular culture is a consequence of a particular
power structure. Rejecting an “essentialist” definition of culture, culture becomes ideology that
is a consequence of economic and political forces operating in a processual manner (Baldwin,
Faulkner, and Hecht 2006: 48). Hall's definition of culture (1980) with its focus on the “uncon-
scious forms and categories which produce consciousness” still continues to have relevance (as
cited in Faulkner et al. 2006). This would seem to be a return to Lévi-Straussian structuralism,
the structural Marxian version. The older version of “Marxist world system theory” emphasized
the “penetration” of the capitalist system with the coercion of the less powerful by the more pow-
erful. More recently, the focus for understanding globalization has become the idea of “circula-
tion” and exchange, though it is recognized that this circulation of goods and ideas takes place in
an assymetrical space (Dissanayake 2006: 29).

Evolutionary Psychology

Evolutionary psychology is another approach that impinges on anthropology. The significant
focus of this approach is the application of Darwinian natural selection to the study of the hu-
man mind, which becomes a product of evolution like any other part of the human body. Brain
and mind “evolved to solve problems encountered . . . during the Upper Pleistocene . . . [it] is
equipped with species-specific ‘instincts’ that enabled our ancestors to survive and reproduce
and which give rise to a universal human nature” (Workman and Reader 2004: 1). Evolution-
ary psychology is based upon the concept of universals we introduced earlier. Following Noam
Chomsky, who argued that all languages exhibit a number of universal features, the evolutionary
psychologists argue that not only languages but also cultures are all based on common underly-
ing patterns. This is because the human brain is organized in a certain way. Thus the structure
of the mind, including human cognition, results in or produces both the universal structures
of language and of culture. Evolutionary psychologists argue that there is a gene for reciprocity
or social exchange. This results in the universal characteristic that everywhere humans exhibit
behavior demanding reciprocity in exchange (Cosmides and Toobey in Buss 2005). The coopera-
tive behavior of humans and other species, more specifically “reciprocal altruism” in which one
gives and does not get an immediate return, which is basically delayed reciprocation, is also a
universal. If this is a universal principle based on the genetic structure of humans, then why do
we see so many varieties of types of exchange? That is because cultures everywhere elaborate
different aspects of social exchange, just as universal features of “language” are shaped so that
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each language is unique. Evolutionary psychologists also argue that there is a fundamental un-
derlying structure for morality. Pinker thinks that there is most likely a gene for morality (New
York Times Magazine, January 13, 2008). A good person is one who is generous and fulfills
obligations in social exchange; a bad person is one who lies, cheats, and defrauds and does not
uphold obligations. As in social exchange, however, every culture elaborates its own aspect of
morality—for some it involves laws about food, for others respect for authority or fairness in
business, and so on. Xenophobia, or fear of strangers, is also seen as having played significant
roles in the evolution of human behavior.

The postmodern emphasis on uniqueness meant that the comparative aspect of anthropology,
which pays attention to what cultures have in common as well as how they differ, was left by the
wayside. The postmodernist argument has been that even the physical world is not characterized
by deterministic regularities—so why should we expect such regularities to characterize human
social behavior? However, this viewpoint ignores the fact that because of the constraints of cul-
ture, there is no absolute freedom of action or complete randomness in human behavior. People
do behave in ways that demonstrate cultural regularities. The emphasis now is on substantive
ethnographic materials and questions, and the comparative dimension is reemerging as relevant
and important in anthropology.

%%

The journey to another place or another time, which we defined at the beginning of this chapter
as the hallmark of anthropology, is recapitulated by each fledgling anthropologist as she or he
embarks on fieldwork. Lévi-Strauss, in his personal memoir, Tristes Tropiques (1961), saw his own
fieldwork in terms of just such a journey. His journey to the field took him from the Old World
to the New World, from the cold North to the tropical South, to a world that contrasted in every
respect with his own. His goal was to find what he characterized as a simple form of society, since
he felt that to understand how societies work, it is best to study one that is elementary in its orga-
nization. As in all fieldwork situations, he was first struck by great cultural differences. However,
in time, Lévi-Strauss, the sophisticated French student of philosophy, saw behind the painted
faces of the Nambikwara a humanity he shared with them. He wrote, “I had been looking for a
society reduced to its simplest expression. The society of the Nambikwara had been reduced to
the point at which I found nothing but human beings” (Lévi-Strauss 1961: 310). The pages that
follow represent a journey into the world of anthropology.

SUMMARY

¢ The central concept of anthropology is culture. Culture consists of the things people make,
their behavior, their beliefs and ideas.

e The belief that one’s own culture represents the best way to do things is known as ethnocen-
trism.

e Cultural relativism is the idea that each culture is unique and distinctive, but that no one
culture is superior.
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Some anthropologists utilize the comparative approach to compare cultures. This method iden-
tifies fundamental similarities of cultural patterning as well as differences.

Anthropology’s holistic perspective uses culture as an organizing concept and stresses the rela-
tionship among economics, politics, art, religion, and other activities.

Cultures should not be conceived of as separate, bounded entities. Individuals usually live
their lives in a world of overlapping cultures.

Changes are constantly taking place in culture. Individuals are not simply recipients of culture;
they are active participants involved in reworking their cultures. Their activity is referred to as
agency.

¢ Culture is integrated, but only to a degree. Contradictions are frequently found within a culture.
e Culture is learned and acquired by infants through a process referred to by anthropologists as

enculturation.
As cultures reproduce themselves, changes occur.

¢ Culture deals with meanings and symbolic patterning, while society deals with the organization

of social relationships within groups.

¢ Chimpanzees use tools and this constitutes a type of proto-culture.

The evolution of culture was dependent on the prior development of bipedalism and increased
brain size.

Verbal language could only appear after the anatomical features necessary for its production
were in place.

The development of cooking some 1.9 million years ago led to changes in the evolution of
culture.

Though cultural differences do exist, all cultures share certain fundamental similarities, which
are referred to as cultural universals.

® The variations between cultures are due to differences in cultural rules.
® When individuals interpret cultural rules, they are acting as agents. As a consequence, there is

variation within a culture in observing the rules.

Social structure, which is constituted of particular patterns of social relationship, includes
social groupings that may be organized on the basis of family, kinship, residential propinquity,
common interest, or class.

Nineteenth-century anthropology, conceived of as a science, was dominated by evolutionary
theory.

Evolutionary theory then was succeeded by cultural relativism, as propounded by American
anthropologists. Each society was seen as unique and different.

British anthropology rejected evolutionary theory and adopted functionalism, which stressed
the concepts of structure and function.

Structuralism sees the elements of a culture in relationship to one another as they form a
structure that conveys cultural meanings.

Contemporary analytical approaches are much less unified and do not share a single set of
assumptions, as did the theoretical points of view. Many contemporary anthropologists work
within historical or symbolic frameworks that do not constitute theories in the formal sense.
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¢ Postmodernism in anthropology has found fault with the scientific approach and with general-
ization, arguing that anthropology should totally embrace humanism and strive to capture the
uniqueness of each cultural situation.
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