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Preface

Welcome to Perspectives and Open Access Anthropology!

We are delighted to bring to you this novel textbook, a collection of chapters on the essential topics in cultural anthropology.
Different from other introductory textbooks, this book is an edited volume with each chapter written by a different author. Each
author has written from their experiences working as an anthropologist and that personal touch makes for an accessible introduction
to cultural anthropology.

Our approach to cultural anthropology is holistic. We see the interconnectedness of cultural practices and, in all of the chapters, we
emphasize the comparison of cultures and the ways of life of different peoples. We start with Laura Nader’s observation that
cultural differences need not be seen as a problem. In our complicated world of increasing migration, nationalism, and climate
challenges, cultural diversity might actually be the source of conflict resolution and new approaches to ensuring a healthier world.
Indeed, as Katie Nelson reminds us, anthropology exposes the familiarity in the ideas and practices of others that seem bizarre.
Robert Borofsky advocates for anthropology’s ability to empower people and facilitate good. Borofsky calls on anthropologists to
engage with a wider public to bring our incredible stories and important insights to helping resolve the most critical issues we face
in the world today. This book brings Nader, Nelson, Borofsky, and many others together to demonstrate that our anthropological
understandings can help all of us to improve the lives of people the world over. We need you, as students, to see the possibilities.
As instructors, we want to help you easily share anthropological knowledge and understanding. We want all readers to be inspired
by the intensely personal writings of the anthropologists who contribute to this volume.

WHY THIS BOOK?

For students, we promise readable and interesting writing on topics that will be covered in your first year anthropology course. The
chapters contain links to support your use and enjoyment of the book. They are designed to help learn the material. Use this book,
even if it is not your course text, and then ask your instructor tough questions! Use social media to ask us questions or to send us
comments—the details are below.

For instructors, we invite you to build your own book, the perfect book for your course. The available chapters mirror the lecture
topics in many first-year courses. The chapters form a whole and they can also stand-alone. Choose the ones you need, assigning
some of these chapters and not others. We know that there is some overlap in the chapters. This is a consequence of multiple
authors writing about topics which, obviously and necessarily, do not exist without reference to other topics in cultural
anthropology. This overlap is teachable because it reinforces the holistic approach used by cultural anthropologists to understand
the people with whom we work.

In addition to the chapters, the Perspectives website (http:/perspectives.americananthro.org/) provides teaching resources,
including a collection of video lectures as well as reflections on the importance of anthropology from well-known members of our
discipline. The interviews explain how these scholars became anthropologists and what they see as the importance and relevance of
anthropology today. We hope you will use this textbook with your students, either as a stand-alone text or in conjunction with other
textual and digital materials.

Changes in the Second Edition

The core content of the book remains the same in the second edition, but we have made some enhancements in response to
feedback from instructors and students.

e New Introductory Chapter
A new introduction, written by Katie Nelson and Lara Braff, places cultural anthropology in a four-fields context and offers
students information about the variety of careers and perspectives in the discipline of anthropology.

e Enhanced E-Book Experience and Pagination
The book has been reformatted so that the online and electronic versions are easier to read and navigate. The second edition has
consistent page numbering in the electronic and print versions.

e Chapter Order
Because the second edition of the book has grown to 19 chapters, the book has been divided into two parts. Chapters in the first
section cover the fundamental topics found in most introductory cultural anthropology courses. The Development of
Anthropological Ideas, written by Laura Nader, leads the second section, which focuses on in-depth discussion of some of the
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specialized topics typically covered in cultural anthropology courses. Since the chapters may be read in any combination or
order, instructors have a wide range of specialized topics from which to choose to enhance their course.

A Note About The Print Version

A print version of the book is available for purchase through Amazon. The price reflects the cost of the printing itself, which is
consistent with the book’s Creative Commons non-commercial licensing. All the content in the print version is available free of
charge in electronic format from the Perspectives website.

ABOUT THE SOCIETY FOR ANTHROPOLOGY IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

This book is produced by the Society for Anthropology in Community Colleges (SACC). SACCers, as we call ourselves, are
teaching anthropologists who work in community colleges and universities across North America. We teach first year students—
like you—many of whom have never taken an anthropology course. We believe strongly in the importance of learning about
cultural diversity and we assert that the ideas and skills of anthropologists can inform work in any career. SACC has been building
this book since 2012. We have assembled a terrific writing team of authors who teach in colleges and senior anthropologists who
share our commitment to creating an open and accessible textbook. SACC tweets (@SACC L and is on Facebook. We encourage

you to tweet at us or post on our Facebook page when you are using this book. SACC is an official section of the American
Anthropological Association.

WHY OPEN ACCESS?

This book was motivated by SACC’s long-standing interest in supporting a diversity of anthropology students, including first
generation college learners and students with lower incomes. Frequently, these are the students we teach. Further, SACCers have an
interest in progressive social values and believe in the power of education in anthropology to improve the living conditions and
situations of people abroad and at home. We want these messages to find their ways to as many people as possible, even if students
aren’t formally enrolled in an anthropology course.

This book is published under a creative commons license (CC-BY-NC) which grants permission to instructors to copy, distribute, or
remix the chapters to suit your educational needs as long as you credit the original author and the original source of the material.
The contents of this book may not be used for commercial purposes, meaning it cannot be sold in any form.

THE COVER DESIGN

We put considerable thought into the cover of Perspectives. We wanted a cover that provokes discussion without stereotyping. We
chose a design that prompts reflection and classroom engagement, while remaining friendly and inviting. We invite instructors to
use the cover as a teaching tool. Consider discussing that the cover is a story that may be told in many ways. Consider the
possibilities of this scene: Who are these people? Where are they in this snapshot and where are they off to? What did they have for
breakfast and who will they meet in the course of their day? Similarly, examine this cover along with other recent and past covers
of a range of Cultural Anthropology textbooks. What are the messages being sent by the different types of images that represent
Cultural Anthropology?

We aren’t sure the cover is quite perfect yet, so please teach its strengths and its limitations for under-standing what anthropology is
—and then let us know what you decide in your class.

Please be in touch with us via social media or email if you have suggestions or questions. If you would like to be involved with this
project by writing a chapter or creating ancillary materials, please contact us. The dynamic nature of an open access book means
that there is always room to add new chapters or other materials.

Thank you for adopting Perspectives.

¢ Nina Brown, Community College of Baltimore County
o Thomas Mcllwraith, University of Guelph
e Laura Tubelle de Gonzalez, San Diego Miramar College

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book would not have been possible without the generous contributions of many people. We would like to thank the Executive
Board of the Society for Anthropology in Community Colleges for their support of this project starting in 2012 as well as SACC
members who contributed their time and expertise. Jeanne Thompson (Cypress College), and Philip L. Stein (Pierce College)

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263290


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263290?pdf
http://sacc.americananthro.org/
https://twitter.com/sacc_l?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/saccweb/

LibreTexts"

served on the editorial committee and played a central role in shaping the book from the beginning. We also appreciate the
assistance of Janine Chiappa McKenna, Director of Publishing for the American Anthropological Association, who helped us
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http://kanelson.com/

Katie Nelson is an instructor of anthropology at Inver Hills Community College. Her research focuses on migration, identity,
belonging, and citizenship(s) in human history and in the contemporary United States, Mexico, and Morocco.

She received her B.A. in anthropology and Latin American studies from Macalester College, her M.A. in anthropology from the
University of California, Santa Barbara, an M.A. in education and instructional technology from the University of Saint Thomas,
and her Ph.D. from CIESAS Occidente (Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropologia Social —Center for
Research and Higher Education in Social Anthropology), based in Guadalajara, Mexico.

Katie views teaching and learning as central to her practice as an anthropologist and as mutually reinforcing elements of her
professional life. She is the former chair of the Teaching Anthropology Interest Group (2016-2018) of the General Anthropology
Division of the American Anthropological Association and currently serves as the online content editor for the Teaching and
Learning Anthropology Journal. She has contributed to several open access textbook projects, both as an author and an editor, and
views the affordability of quality learning materials as an important piece of the equity and inclusion puzzle in higher education.!

Lara Braff, Grossmont College

lara.braff@gcccd.edu

Lara Braff is an instructor of anthropology at Grossmont College, where she teaches cultural and biological anthropology courses.
She received her B.A. in anthropology and Spanish from the University of California at Berkeley and both her M.A. and Ph.D. in
comparative human development from the University of Chicago, where she specialized in cultural and medical anthropology. Her
research has focused on social identities and disparities in the context of reproduction and medicine in both Mexico and the U.S.

Lara’s concern about the social inequality has guided her research projects, teaching practices, and involvement in open access
projects like this textbook. In an effort to make college more accessible to all students, she serves as co-coordinator of Grossmont
College’s Open Educational Resources (OER) and Zero Textbook Cost (ZTC) initiatives.

Priscilla Medeiros, Women’s College Hospital

priscilla.medeiros@wchospital.ca
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Dr. Priscilla Medeiros is a medical anthropologist and Postdoctoral Fellow in the Women’s College Research Institute at Women’s
College Hospital, Canada. She recently defended her thesis in January 2019 at McMaster University, Ontario. Her primary research
interests center on the anthropology of health. This involves studying the biocultural dimensions of medicine, with a particular
emphasis on the history and development of public health measures in developed countries, sickness and inequalities, and gender
relationships. Priscilla began her community-based work in prevention, care, and support of people living with HIV seven years
ago in Nairobi County, Kenya, as part of her master’s degree at the University of New Brunswick. Her current postdoctoral work
focuses on geospatial analysis of data from the Canadian HIV Women’s Sexual and Reproductive Health Study (CHIWOS) and
expansion to the Atlantic Provinces, and is funded by the CIHR Canadian HIV Trials Network. When she is not working in the
field or teaching in the classroom, Priscilla is traveling to exotic destinations to learn to prepare local cuisine, speak foreign
languages, and explore the wonders of the world. In fact, she is the real-life Indiana Jane of anthropology when it comes to
adventures in the field and has many great stories to share.

Emily Cowall, McMaster University

cowallee@mcmaster.ca

Dr. Emily Cowall is a cultural anthropologist and instructor in the department of Anthropology at McMaster University, Canada;
Medical Historian; and former regulated health practitioner in Ontario. Her primary academic research interests are focused on the
cultural ethno-history of the Canadian Arctic. Emily moved to the Eastern Arctic in the 1980s, where she became integrated into
community life. Returning for community-based research projects from 2003-2011, her previous community relationships enabled
the completion of a landmark study examining the human geography and cultural impact of tuberculosis from 1930-1972. From
2008-2015, her work in cultural resource management took her to the Canadian High Arctic archipelago to create a museum
dedicated to the Defense Research Science Era at Parks Canada, Quttinirpaaq National Park on Ellesmere Island. When she is not
jumping into Twin Otter aircraft for remote field camps, she is exploring cultural aspects of environmental health and religious
pilgrimage throughout Mexico.

Linda Light, California State University, Long Beach

Linda.Light@csulb.edu

Linda Light has been a lecturer in linguistic and cultural anthropology at California State University Long Beach since 1995.
During much of that period she also taught as adjunct professor at Cypress College, Santa Ana College, Rancho Santiago College,
and Golden West College, all in Orange County, California. She was a consultant to Coastline Community College District in the
production of thirty-five educational videos that were used in three series, including the cultural anthropology series Our Diverse
World. Her main areas of interest have been indigenous language loss and maintenance, language and gender, and first language
attrition in the children of immigrants.

Isaac Shearn, Community College of Baltimore County
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[saacshearn@gmail.com
http://ccbcmd.academia.edu/IsaacShearn

Isaac Shearn earned his PhD in 2014 at the University of Florida and is an adjunct professor at the Community College of
Baltimore County. His work focuses on the archaeology and ethnohistory of the Caribbean and South America, with a focus on
public archaeology, developing inclusive and participatory methods. His ongoing research in Dominica allows him to pursue his
second major passion in life besides archaeology: music. He has played drums for a Dominican reggae band since 2010.

Sarah Lyon, University of Kentucky

sarah.lyon@uky.edu
http://anthropology.as.uky.edu/users/smlyon3

Sarah Lyon is an Associate Professor of Anthropology at the University of Kentucky. Her work is situated at the juncture of
development studies, economic anthropology and food studies. She is particularly interested in how alternative food networks such
as fair trade work to create and sustain diverse economies in the United States and Latin America.

Paul McDowell, Santa Barbara City College

&

paulanthropus@cox.net

Paul McDowell (Ph.D. University of British Columbia, 1974) examined the transition of the civil-religious hierarchy in a factory
and peasant community in Guatemala to a secular town government and church organization called Accion Catolica. He is the
author of Cultural Anthropology: A Concise Introduction and Cultures Around the World: An Ethnographic Reader; he has also
read several papers on the political globalization of Guatemala.

Mary Kay Gilliland, Central Arizona College

gilliland@centralaz.edu

Mary K. Gilliland, Ph.D. (also published as Mary K. Gilliland Olsen) earned a B.A. from Bryn Mawr College, with Honors in
Anthropology; and M.A. and Ph.D. degrees in anthropology from the University of California, San Diego. Her primary research
took place in the former Yugoslavia (1982-4, 1990-1), Croatia (1993, 1995, 1996-7) and with displaced Bosnians, Croats and Serbs
in the United States (2001-3). In Croatia, Mary Kay was affiliated with the Filozofski Fakultet in Zagreb, the Ethnographic
Museum in Slavonski Brod (Croatia/Yugoslavia), and with the Institute for Anthropological Research (Zagreb, Croatia both pre-
and post-independence). Continuing affiliation as member of Editorial Board for the Collegium Antropologicum: The Journal of
the Institute for Anthropological Research, and named a Lifetime Member of the Croatian Anthropological Society. Mary Kay has
also collaborated in projects in Asia, including People’s Republic of China (primarily Xinjiang, Western China), Mongolia and
Vietnam. Her areas of research interest and publication include culture and social change, gender and ethnic identity, family,
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marriage and intergenerational relationships. Primarily a “teaching anthropologist,” Mary Kay was full-time faculty and
Department Chair at Pima Community College in Tucson, Arizona from 1989-2006. She maintains an ongoing relationship as
Associate Adjunct Professor of Anthropology at the University of Arizona. She has taught at San Diego Mesa College, University
of California, San Diego and the University of Zagreb. Since 2006 she has held a variety of administrative positions including
Academic Dean, Vice President of Instruction and is currently Vice President of Academic Affairs at Central Arizona College.

Justin D. Garcia, Millersville University of Pennsylvania

jgarcia@millersville.edu
www.millersville.edu/socanth/faculty/garcia-dr.-justin.php

I am an Assistant Professor of Anthropology at Millersville University of Pennsylvania, a public state-owned university located
approximately 70 miles west of Philadelphia. I earned my Ph.D. in Anthropology from Temple University in 2011, with a specific
focus in urban anthropology. I currently live in Chester County, Pennsylvania in suburban Philadelphia. My research interests
include U.S. immigration, social constructs of race and ethnicity, urban social/cultural life, U.S. popular culture, human
evolution/the hominid lineage, and anthropological theory. Aside from anthropology, my hobbies include lifting weights, watching
sports (particularly boxing, football, and basketball) and movies, traveling, and playing video games (the Grand Theft Auto series
is my personal favorite).

Carol C. Mukhopadhyay, San Jose State University

by

carol.mukhopadhyay@sjsu.edu
www.sjsu.edu/people/carol.mukhopadhyay

Dr. Mukhopadhyay specializes in gender, sexuality, race/ethnicity, and culture-cognition, with research in the USA and India on
gendered families, politics, and science-engineering. In graduate school she co-created one of the earliest gender-culture courses.
She has developed numerous gender classes and taught, for 20 years, a popular anthropology and gender-oriented, multi-section
Human Sexuality course. Gender-related publications include: Cognitive Anthropology Through a Gendered Lens (2011). How
Exportable are Western Theories of Gendered Science? (2009), A Feminist Cognitive Anthropology: The Case of Women and
Mathematics (2004), Women, Education and Family Structure in India (1994, with S. Seymour). She co-authored an early Annual
Review of Anthropology article on gender (1988) and is in the Association for Feminist Anthropology. In other work, she served as
a Key Advisor for the AAA RACE project; co-authored How Real is Race: A Sourcebook on Race, Culture and Biology, (2nd
Edition, 2014) and promotes active learning approaches to teaching about culture (cf.2007).

Tami Blumenfield, Yunnan University
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Southern Methodist University and a Graduate Certificate in Women’s Studies from Texas Woman’s University. Her ethnographic
research focuses on New Religious Movements, primarily NeoPaganism, in the American South; the intersection of gender,
sexuality, and religious identity; and ses, sexuality, and sex education. Her work has been published in the Journal of Bisexuality.
Susan is passionate about a variety of social justice causes, including domestic and intimate partner violence prevention and
recovery, sexual assault prevention and recovery, LGBTQ equality and inclusion, and educational justice. She has given
presentations on LGBTQ equality and inclusion to a variety of audiences, including the North Texas Society of Human Resource
Managers, The Turning Point Rape Crisis Center, and various religious organizations. She teaches courses in anthropology,
sociology, and Women’s and Gender Studies at various universities and colleges in the DFW area. She also serves as Graduate
Reader/Editor for Texas Woman’s University. She is currently working on an autoethnography about burlesque and visual
anthropology project exploring the use of Pinterest by practitioners of NeoPaganism.
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Jewish female social scientists and their Jewish gendered-racialized subjectivities. Further information about her work is available

from http://transform-art-gender.webs.com and http://abbygondek.blogspot.com.
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Sashur Henninger-Rener is an anthropologist with research in the fields of comparative religion and psychological anthropology.
She received a Master of Arts from Columbia University in the City of New York in Anthropology and has since been researching
and teaching. Currently, Sashur is an instructor at Pasadena City College, teaching Cultural and Biological Anthropology. In her
free time, Sashur enjoys traveling the world, visiting archaeological and cultural sites along the way. She and her husband are
actively involved in animal rescuing, hoping to eventually found their own animal rescue for animals that are waiting to find
homes.
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Dr. Lauren Miller Griffith is an assistant professor of anthropology at Texas Tech University. Her research agenda focuses on the
intersections of performance, tourism, and education in Brazil, Belize, and the USA. Specifically, she focuses on the Afro-Brazilian
martial art capoeira and how non-Brazilian practitioners use travel to Brazil, the art’s homeland, to increase their legitimacy within
this genre. Dr. Griffith’s current interests include the links between tourism, cultural heritage, and sustainability in Belize. She is
particularly interested in how indigenous communities decide whether or not to participate in the growing tourism industry and the
long-term effects of these decisions.

Jonathan S. Marion, University of Arkansas
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Dr. Jonathan S. Marion is an associate professor in the Department of Anthropology and a member of the Gender Studies Steering
Committee at the University of Arkansas, and the author of Ballroom: Culture and Costume in Competitive Dance (2008), Visual
Research: A Concise Introduction to Thinking Visually (2013, with Jerome Crowder), and Ballroom Dance and Glamour (2014).
Currently the President of the Society for Humanistic Anthropology, and a Past-president of the Society of Visual Anthropology,
Dr. Marion’s ongoing research explores the interrelationships between performance, embodiment, gender, and identity, as well as
issues of visual research ethics, theory, and methodology.

Laura Nader, The University of California, Berkeley

Laura Nader is a Professor of sociocultural anthropology at the University of California, Berkeley. Nader’s current work focuses on
how central dogmas are made and how they work in law, energy science, and anthropology. She has published several books on
conflict resolution and the law including Harmony Ideology: Justice and Control in a Mountain Zapotec Village (1990) and The
Life of the Law: Anthropological Projects (2002). She has also conducted research in the anthropology of science, with a particular
focus on energy. Her books Naked Science: Anthropological Inquiry into Boundaries, Power, and Knowledge (1996) and The
Energy Reader (2010) are two examples of her work on these topics. She has also produced ethnographic films, including the 2012
film Losing Knowledge: 50 Years of Change, which explores the ways in which indigenous knowledge is vanishing. Dr. Nader is a
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member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and has received numerous awards and honors including the CoGEA
Award from the American Anthropological Association and the Harry J. Kalven, Jr. award from the Law and Society Association.
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Cultural Anthropology at the University of California, Santa Cruz focused on tourism, urban development, and conservation in a
small fishing town in Northeastern Brazil that was transitioning to a tourist economy.
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Bryce Peake is an assistant professor of Media & Communication Studies and an affiliate faculty member in Gender Women’s
Studies at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County. His current research focuses on masculinity, media, and science in the
post-World War II British Mediterranean spaces of Gibraltar and Gozo. He has also published multimodal projects on race in the
United States, and been recognized by the American Anthropological Association for his ethnographic photography. Bryce
currently runs the Anthropology, Mediated workshop on the island of Gozo, a 15 day ethnographic media fieldschool for
undergraduates. Prior to arriving at UMBC, Bryce was a Julie & Rocky Dixon Fellow in Graduate Innovation, and worked with
anthropologists at Intel Labs to develop a data-tracking application for users living with Tinnitus.
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UNAIDS.
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1: The Culture Concept

4) Learning Objectives

o Compare and contrast the ideas of ethnocentrism and cultural relativism.

o Describe the role that early anthropologists Sir James Frazer and Sir E. B. Tylor played in defining the concept of culture in
anthropology.

o Identify the differences between armchair anthropology and participant-observer fieldwork and explain how Bronislaw
Malinowski contributed to the development of anthropological fieldwork techniques.

o Identify the contributions Franz Boas and his students made to the development of new theories about culture.

o Assess some of the ethical issues that can arise from anthropological research.

THOUGHTS ON CULTURE OVER A CUP OF COFFEE

Do you think culture can be studied in a coffee shop? Have you ever gone to a coffee shop, sat down with a book or laptop, and
listened to conversations around you? If you just answered yes, in a way, you were acting as an anthropologist. Anthropologists
like to become a part of their surroundings, observing and participating with people doing day-to-day things. As two
anthropologists writing a chapter about the culture concept, we wanted to know what other people thought about culture. What
better place to meet than at our community coffee shop?

Our small coffee shop was filled with the aroma of coffee beans, and the voices of people competed with the sound of the coffee
grinder. At the counter a chalkboard listed the daily specials of sandwiches and desserts. (Coffee shops have their own language,
with vocabulary such as macchiato and latte. Tt can feel like entering a foreign culture.) We found a quiet corner that would allow
us to observe other people (and hopefully identify a few to engage with) without disturbing them too much with our conversation.
We understand the way that anthropologists think about culture, but we were also wondering what the people sitting around us
might have to say. Would having a definition of culture really mean something to the average coffee-shop patron? Is a definition
important? Do people care? We were very lucky that morning because sitting next to us was a man working on his laptop, a service
dog lying at his feet.

Meeting Bob at the Coffee Shop

Having an animal in a food-service business is not usually allowed, but in our community people can have their service dogs with
them. This young golden retriever wore a harness that displayed a sign stating the owner was diabetic. This dog was very friendly;
in fact, she wanted to be touched and would not leave us alone, wagging her tail and pushing her nose against our hands. This is
very unusual because many service dogs, like seeing eye dogs, are not to be touched. Her owner, Bob, let us know that his dog
must be friendly and not afraid to approach people: if Bob needs help in an emergency, such as a diabetic coma, the dog must go to
someone else for help.

We enjoyed meeting Bob and his dog, and we asked if he would like to answer our question: what is culture? Bob was happy to
share his thoughts and ideas.

Bob feels that language is very important to cultural identity. He believes that if one loses language, one also loses important
information about wildlife, indigenous plants, and ways of being. As a member of a First Nations tribe, Bob believes that words
have deep cultural meaning. Most importantly, he views English as the language of commerce. Bob is concerned with the influence
of Western consumerism and how it changes cultural identity.

Bob is not an anthropologist. He was just a person willing to share his ideas. Without knowing it, though, Bob had described some
of the elements of anthropology. He had focused on the importance of language and the loss of tradition when it is no longer
spoken, and he had recognized that language is a part of cultural identity. He was worried about globalization and consumerism
changing cultural values.

With Bob’s opinions in mind, we started thinking about how we, two cultural anthropologists, would answer the same question
about culture. Our training shapes our understandings of the question, yet we know there is more to culture concepts than a simple
definition. Why is asking the culture concept question important to anthropologists? Does it matter? Is culture something that we
can understand without studying it formally?
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In this chapter, we will illustrate how anthropology developed the culture concept. Our journey will include the importance of
storytelling and the way that anthropology became a social science. Along the way, we will learn about some important scholars
and be introduced to anthropology in North America. Let’s begin with our discussion of storytelling by taking a look at Gulliver’s
Travels.

STORIES AS A REFLECTION ON CULTURE

Stories are told in every culture and often teach a moral lesson to young children. Fables are similar, but often set an example for
people to live by or describe what to do when in a dangerous situation. They can also be a part of traditions, help to preserve ways
of life, or explain mysteries. Storytelling takes many different forms such as tall tales and folktales. These are for entertainment or
to discuss problems encountered in life. Both are also a form of cultural preservation, a way to communicate morals or values to the
next generation. Stories can also be a form of social control over certain activities or customs that are not allowed in a society.

A fable becomes a tradition by being retold and accepted by others in the community. Different cultures have very similar stories
sharing common themes. One of the most common themes is the battle between good and evil. Another is the story of the quest.
The quest often takes the character to distant lands, filled with real-life situations, opportunities, hardships, and heartaches. In both
of these types of stories, the reader is introduced to the anthropological concept known as the Other. What exactly is the Other?
The Other is a term that has been used to describe people whose customs, beliefs, or behaviors are “different” from one’s own.

: ¥ - g By

Travel writer Lemuel Gulliver is captured and tied down by the Lilliputians.

Can a story explain the concept of the Other? Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels is about four different voyages that Gulliver
undertakes. His first adventure is the most well-known; in the story, Lemuel Gulliver is a surgeon who plans a sea voyage when his
business fails. During a storm at sea, he is shipwrecked, and he awakens to find himself bound and secured by a group of captors—
the Lilliputians—who are six inches tall. Gulliver, having what Europeans consider a normal body height, suddenly becomes a
giant. During this adventure, Gulliver is seen as an outsider, a stranger with different features and language. Gulliver becomes the
Other.

What lessons about culture can we learn from Gulliver’s Travels? Swift’s story offers lessons about cultural differences, conflicts
occurring in human society, and the balance of power. It also provides an important example of the Other. The Other is a matter of
perspective in this story: Gulliver thinks the Lilliputians are strange and unusual. To Gulliver, the Lilliputians are the Other, but the
Lilliputians equally see Gulliver as the Other—he is their captive and is a rare species of man because of his size.

The themes in Gulliver’s Travels describe different cultures and aspects of storytelling. The story uses language, customary
behaviors, and the conflict between different groups to explore ideas of the exotic and strange. The story is framed as an adventure,
but is really about how similar cultures can be. In the end, Gulliver becomes a member of another cultural group, learning new
norms, attitudes, and behaviors. At the same time, he wants to colonize them, a reflection of his former cultural self.

Stories are an important part of culture, and when used to pass on traditions or cultural values, they can connect people to the past.
Stories are also a way to validate religious, social, political, and economic practices from one generation to another. Stories are
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important because they are used in some societies to apply social pressure, to keep people in line, and are part of shaping the way
that people think and behave.

Anthropologists as Storytellers

People throughout recorded history have relied on storytelling as a way to share cultural details. When early anthropologists
studied people from other civilizations, they relied on the written accounts and opinions of others; they presented facts and
developed their “stories,” about other cultures based solely on information gathered by others. These scholars did not have any
direct contact with the people they were studying. This approach has come to be known as armchair anthropoelegy. Simply put, if
a culture is viewed from a distance (as from an armchair), the anthropologist tends to measure that culture from his or her own
vantage point and to draw comparisons that place the anthropologist’s culture as superior to the one being studied. This point of
view is also called ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is an attitude based on the idea that one’s own group or culture is better than any
other.

Early anthropological studies often presented a biased ethnocentric interpretation of the human condition. For example, ideas about
racial superiority emerged as a result of studying the cultures that were encountered during the colonial era. During the colonial era
from the sixteenth century to the mid—twentieth century, European countries (Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Dutch Republic,
Spain, Portugal) asserted control over land (Asia, Africa, the Americas) and people. European ideas of wrong and right were used
as a measuring stick to judge the way that people in different cultures lived. These other cultures were considered primitive, which
was an ethnocentric term for people who were non-European. It is also a negative term suggesting that indigenous cultures had a
lack of technological advancement. Colonizers thought that they were superior to the Other in every way.

Sir James Frazer is among the founders of modern anthropology.

Armchair anthropologists were unlikely to be aware of their ethnocentric ideas because they did not visit the cultures they studied.
Scottish social anthropologist Sir James Frazer is well-known for his 1890 work The Golden Bough: A Study of Comparative
Religions. Its title was later changed to A Study in Magic and Religion, and it was one of the first books to describe and record
magical and religious beliefs of different culture groups around the world. Yet, this book was not the outcome of extensive study in
the field. Instead, Frazer relied on the accounts of others who had traveled, such as scholars, missionaries, and government
officials, to formulate his study.

Another example of anthropological writing without the use of fieldwork is Sir E. B. Tylor’s 1871 work Primitive Culture. Tylor,
who went on to become the first professor of anthropology at Oxford University in 1896, was an important influence in the
development of sociocultural anthropology as a separate discipline. Tylor defined culture as “that complex whole which includes
knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”!! His

definition of culture is still used frequently today and remains the foundation to the culture concept in anthropology.
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Drawing of a Mother and Child in Malaysia From Anthropology: An Introduction to the Study of Man and Civilization, E.B. Tylor,

1904
Tylor’s definition of culture was influenced by the popular theories and philosophies of his time, including the work of Charles
Darwin. Darwin formulated the theory of evolution by natural selection in his 1859 book On the Origin of Species. Scholars of the
time period, including Tylor, believed that cultures were subject to evolution just like plants and animals and thought that cultures
developed over time from simple to complex. Many nineteenth century anthropologists believed that cultures evolved through
distinct stages. They labeled these stages with terms such as savagery, barbarism, and civilization.!”! These theories of cultural
evolutionism would later be successfully refuted, but conflicting views about cultural evolutionism in the nineteenth century
highlight an ongoing nature versus nurture debate about whether biology shapes behavior more than culture.

Both Frazer and Tylor contributed important and foundational studies even though they never went into the field to gather their
information. Armchair anthropologists were important in the development of anthropology as a discipline in the late nineteenth
century because although these early scholars were not directly experiencing the cultures they were studying, their work did ask
important questions—questions that could ultimately only be answered by going into the field.

Anthropologists as Cultural Participants

The armchair approach as a way to study culture changed when scholars such as Bronislaw Malinowski, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown,
Franz Boas, and Margaret Mead took to the field and studied by being participants and observers. As they did, fieldwork became
the most important tool anthropologists used to understand the “complex whole” of culture.

Bronislaw Malinowski, a Polish anthropologist, was greatly influenced by the work of Frazer. However, unlike the armchair
anthropology approach Frazer used in writing The Golden Bough, Malinowski used more innovative ethnographic techniques, and
his fieldwork took him off the veranda to study different cultures. The off the veranda approach is different from armchair
anthropology because it includes active participant-observation: traveling to a location, living among people, and observing their
day-to-day lives.

]
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Bronislaw Malinowski in the Trobriand Islands, 1915-1918

What happened when Malinowski came off the veranda? The Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922) was considered the first
modern ethnography and redefined the approach to fieldwork. This book is part of Malinowski’s trilogy on the Trobriand Islanders.
Malinowski lived with them and observed life in their villages. By living among the islanders, Malinowski was able to learn about
their social life, food and shelter, sexual behaviors, community economics, patterns of kinship, and family.!!

Malinowski went “native” to some extent during his fieldwork with the Trobriand Islanders. Going native means to become fully
integrated into a cultural group: taking leadership positions and assuming key roles in society; entering into a marriage or spousal

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263261


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263261?pdf

LibreTexts"

contract; exploring sexuality or fully participating in rituals. When an anthropologist goes native, the anthropologist is personally
involved with locals. In The Argonauts of the Western Pacific, Malinowski suggested that other anthropologists should “grasp the
native’s point of view, his relations to life, to realize his vision of his world.” However, as we will see later in this chapter,
Malinowski’s practice of going native presented problems from an ethical point of view. Participant-observation is a method to
gather ethnographic data, but going native places both the anthropologist and the culture group at risk by blurring the lines on both
sides of the relationship.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THEORIES OF CULTURE
Anthropology in Europe

The discipline of cultural anthropology developed somewhat differently in Europe and North America, in particular in the United
States, during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with each region contributing new dimensions to the concept of culture.
Many European anthropologists were particularly interested in questions about how societies were structured and how they
remained stable over time. This highlighted emerging recognition that culture and society are not the same. Culture had been
defined by Tylor as knowledge, beliefs, and customs, but a society is more than just shared ideas or habits. In every society, people
are linked to one another through social institutions such as families, political organizations, and businesses. Anthropologists across
Europe often focused their research on understanding the form and function of these social institutions.

European anthropologists developed theories of functionalism to explain how social institutions contribute to the organization of
society and the maintenance of social order. Bronislaw Malinowski believed that cultural traditions were developed as a response to
specific human needs such as food, comfort, safety, knowledge, reproduction, and economic livelihood. One function of
educational institutions like schools, for instance, is to provide knowledge that prepares people to obtain jobs and make
contributions to society. Although he preferred the term structural-functionalism, the British anthropologist A.R. Radcliffe-
Brown was also interested in the way that social structures functioned to maintain social stability in a society over time.[>! He
suggested that in many societies it was the family that served as the most important social structure because family relationships
determined much about an individual’s social, political, and economic relationships and these patterns were repeated from one
generation to the next. In a family unit in which the father is the breadwinner and the mother stays home to raise the children, the
social and economic roles of both the husband and the wife will be largely defined by their specific responsibilities within the
family. If their children grow up to follow the same arrangement, these social roles will be continued in the next generation.

In the twentieth century, functionalist approaches also became popular in North American anthropology, but eventually fell out of
favor. One of the biggest critiques of functionalism is that it views cultures as stable and orderly and ignores or cannot explain
social change. Functionalism also struggles to explain why a society develops one particular kind of social institution instead of
another. Functionalist perspectives did contribute to the development of more sophisticated concepts of culture by establishing the
importance of social institutions in holding societies together. While defining the division between what is cultural and what is
social continues to be complex, functionalist theory helped to develop the concept of culture by demonstrating that culture is not
just set of ideas or beliefs, but consists of specific practices and social institutions that give structure to daily life and allow human
communities to function.

Anthropology in the United States

During the development of anthropology in North America (Canada, United States, and Mexico), the significant contribution made
by the American School of Anthropology in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was the concept of cultural relativism, which
is the idea that cultures cannot be objectively understood since all humans see the world through the lens of their own culture.
Cultural relativism is different than ethnocentrism because it emphasizes understanding culture from an insider’s view. The focus
on culture, along with the idea of cultural relativism, distinguished cultural anthropology in the United States from social
anthropology in Europe.

The participant-observation method of fieldwork was a revolutionary change to the practice of anthropology, but at the same time it
presented problems that needed to be overcome. The challenge was to move away from ethnocentrism, race stereotypes, and
colonial attitudes, and to move forward by encouraging anthropologists to maintain high ethical standards and open minds.
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Franz Boas, One of the Founders of American Anthropology, 1915

Franz Boas, an American anthropologist, is acknowledged for redirecting American anthropologists away from cultural
evolutionism and toward cultural relativism. Boas first studied physical science at the University of Kiel in Germany. Because he
was a trained scientist, he was familiar with using empirical methods as a way to study a subject. Empirical methods are based on
evidence that can be tested using observation and experiment.

In 1883, Franz Boas went on a geographical expedition to Baffin Island in the Canadian Arctic. The Central Eskimo (1888) details
his time spent on Baffin Island studying the culture and language of the central Eskimo (Inuit) people. He studied every aspect of
their culture such as tools, clothing, and shelters. This study was Boas’ first major contribution to the American school of
anthropology and convinced him that cultures could only be understood through extensive field research. As he observed on Baffin
Island, cultural ideas and practices are shaped through interactions with the natural environment. The cultural traditions of the Inuit
were suited for the environment in which they lived. This work led him to promote cultural relativism: the principle that a culture
must be understood on its own terms rather than compared to an outsider’s standard. This was an important turning point in
correcting the challenge of ethnocentrism in ethnographic fieldwork.®!

Boas is often considered the originator of American anthropology because he trained the first generation of American
anthropologists including Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, and Alfred Kroeber. Using a commitment to cultural relativism as a
starting point, these students continued to refine the concept of culture. Ruth Benedict, one of Boas’ first female students, used
cultural relativism as a starting point for investigating the cultures of the American northwest and southwest. Her best-selling book
Patterns of Culture (1934) emphasized that culture gives people coherent patterns for thinking and behaving. She argued that
culture affects individuals psychologically, shaping individual personality traits and leading the members of a culture to exhibit
similar traits such as tendency toward aggression, or calmness.

Benedict was a professor at Columbia University and in turn greatly influenced her student Margaret Mead, who went on to
become one of the most well-known female American cultural anthropologists. Mead was a pioneer in conducting ethnographic
research at a time when the discipline was predominately male. Her 1925 research on adolescent girls on the island of Ta‘d in the
Samoan Islands, published as Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), revealed that teenagers in Samoa did not experience the same stress
and emotional difficulties as those in the United States. The book was an important contribution to the nature versus nurture debate,
providing an argument that learned cultural roles were more important than biology. The book also reinforced the idea that
individual emotions and personality traits are products of culture.

Ruth Benedict, 1936
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Alfred Louis Kroeber, another student of Boas, also shared the commitment to field research and cultural relativism, but Kroeber
was particularly interested in how cultures change over time and influence one another. Through publications like The Nature of
Culture (1952), Kroeber examined the historical processes that led cultures to emerge as distinct configurations as well as the way
cultures could become more similar through the spread or diffusion of cultural traits. Kroeber was also interested in language and
the role it plays in transmitting culture. He devoted much of his career to studying Native American languages in an attempt to
document these languages before they disappeared.

Anthropologists in the United States have used cultural relativism to add depth to the concept of culture in several ways. Tylor had
defined culture as including knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, capabilities and habits. Boas and his students added to this
definition by emphasizing the importance of enculturation, the process of learning culture, in the lives of individuals. Benedict,
Mead, and others established that through enculturation culture shapes individual identity, self-awareness, and emotions in
fundamental ways. They also emphasized the need for holism, approaches to research that considered the entire context of a
society including its history.

Kroeber and others also established the importance of language as an element of culture and documented the ways in which
language was used to communicate complex ideas. By the late twentieth century, new approaches to symbolic anthropology put
language at the center of analysis. Later on, Clifford Geertz, the founding member of postmodernist anthropology, noted in his
book The Interpretation of Cultures (1973) that culture should not be seen as something that was “locked inside people’s heads.”
Instead, culture was publically communicated through speech and other behaviors. Culture, he concluded, is “an historically
transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of
which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and their attitudes toward life.”!”) This definition, which
continues to be influential today, reflects the influence of many earlier efforts to refine the concept of culture in American
anthropology.

Ethical Issues in Truth Telling

As anthropologists developed more sophisticated concepts of culture, they also gained a greater understanding of the ethical
challenges associated with anthropological research. Because participant-observation fieldwork brings anthropologists into close
relationships with the people they study, many complicated issues can arise. Cultural relativism is a perspective that encourages
anthropologists to show respect to members of other cultures, but it was not until after World War II that the profession of
anthropology recognized a need to develop formal standards of professional conduct.

The Nuremberg trials, which began in 1945 in Nuremberg, Germany and were conducted under the direction of the France, the
Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States, prosecuted members of the Nazi regime for war crimes. In addition to
military and political figures, physicians and scientists were also prosecuted for unethical human experimentation and mass murder.
The trials demonstrated that physicians and other scientists could be dangerous if they used their skills for abusive or exploitative
goals. The Nuremberg Code that emerged from the trials is considered a landmark document in medical and research ethics. It
established principles for the ethical treatment of the human subjects involved in any medical or scientific research.

Many universities adopted principles from the Nuremberg Code to write ethical guidelines for the treatment of human subjects.
Anthropologists and students who work in universities where these guidelines exist are obliged to follow these rules. The American
Anthropological Association (AAA), along with many anthropology organizations in other countries, developed codes of ethics
describing specific expectations for anthropologists engaged in research in a variety of settings. The principles in the AAA code of
ethics include: do no harm; be open and honest regarding your work; obtain informed consent and necessary permissions; ensure
the vulnerable populations in every study are protected from competing ethical obligations; make your results accessible; protect
and preserve your records; and maintain respectful and ethical professional relationships. These principles sound simple, but can be
complicated in practice.

Bronislaw Malinowski

The career of Bronislaw Malinowski provides an example of how investigations of culture can lead anthropologists into difficult
ethical areas. As discussed above, Malinowski is widely regarded as a leading figure in the history of anthropology. He initiated the
practice of participant-observation fieldwork and published several highly regarded books including The Argonauts of the Western
Pacific. Following his death, the private diary he kept while conducting fieldwork was discovered and published as A Diary in the
Strictest Sense of the Term (1967). The diary described Malinowski’s feelings of loneliness and isolation, but also included a great
deal of information about his sexual fantasies as well his some insensitive and contemptuous opinions about the Trobriand
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Islanders. The diary provided valuable insight into the mind of an important ethnographer, but also raised questions about the
extent to which his personal feelings, including bias and racism, were reflected in his official conclusions.

Most anthropologists keep diaries or daily notes as a means of keeping track of the research project, but these records are almost
never made public. Because Malinowski’s diary was published after his death, he could not explain why he wrote what he did, or
assess the extent to which he was able to separate the personal from the professional. Which of these books best reflects the truth
about Malinowski’s interaction with the Trobriand Islanders? This rare insight into the private life of a field researcher
demonstrates that even when anthropologists are acting within the boundaries of professional ethics, they still struggle to set aside
their own ethnocentric attitudes and prejudices.

Napoleon Chagnon

A more serious and complicated incident concerned research conducted among the Yanomami, an indigenous group living in the
Amazon rainforest in Brazil and Venezuela. Starting in the 1960s, the anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon and James Neel, a
geneticist, carried out research among the Yanomami. Neel was interested in studying the effects of radiation released by nuclear
explosions on people living in remote areas. Chagnon was investigating theories about the role of violence in Yanomami society. In
2000, an American journalist, Patrick Tierney, published a book about Chagnon and Neel’s research: Darkness in El Dorado: How
Scientists and Journalists Devastated the Amazon. The book contained numerous stunning allegations, including a claim that the
pair had deliberately infected the Yanomami with measles, starting an epidemic that killed thousands of people. The book also
claimed that Neel had conducted medical experiments without the consent of the Yanomami and that Chagnon had deliberately
created conflicts between Yanomami groups so he could study the resulting violence.

Yanomami Woman and Child, 1997

These allegations were brought to the attention of the American Anthropological Association, and a number of inquiries were
eventually conducted. James Neel was deceased, but Napoleon Chagnon steadfastly denied the allegations. In 2002, the AAA
issued their report; Chagnon was judged to have misrepresented the violent nature of Yanomami culture in ways that caused them
harm and to have failed to obtain proper consent for his research. However, Chagnon continued to reject these conclusions and
complained that the process used to evaluate the evidence was unfair. In 2005, the AAA rescinded its own conclusion, citing
problems with the investigation process. The results of several years of inquiry into the situation satisfied few people. Chagnon was
not definitively pronounced guilty, nor was he exonerated. Years later, debate over this episode continues.[8] The controversy
demonstrates the extent to which truth can be elusive in anthropological inquiry. Although anthropologists should not be
storytellers in the sense that they deliberately create fictions, differences in perspective and theoretical orientation create
unavoidable differences in the way anthropologists interpret the same situation. Anthropologists must try to use their toolkit of
theory and methods to ensure that the stories they tell are truthful and represent the voice of the people being studied using an
ethical approach.

BACK IN THE COFFEE SHOP

This chapter has looked at some historic turning points in the way anthropologists have defined culture. There is not one true,
absolute definition of culture. Anthropologists respect traditions such as language; the development of self, especially from infancy
to adulthood; kinship; and the structure of the social unit, or the strata of a person within their class structure; marriage, families,
and rites of passage; systems of belief; and ritual. However, anthropologists also look at change and the impact it has on those
traditions.

With globalization moving at a dramatic pace, and change unfolding daily, how will emerging trends redefine the culture concept?
For example, social media and the Internet connect the world and have created new languages, relationships, and an online culture
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without borders. This leads to the question: is digital, or cyber anthropology the future? Is the study of online cultures, which are
encountered largely through reading text, considered armchair or off the veranda research? Is the cyber world a real or virtual
culture? In some ways, addressing online cultures takes anthropology back to its roots as anthropologists can explore new worlds
without leaving home. At the same time, cyberspaces and new technologies allow people to see, hear, and communicate with others
around the world in real time.

Back in the coffee shop, where we spent time with Bob, we discovered that he hoped to keep familiar aspects of his own culture,
traditions such as language, social structure, and unique expressions of values, alive. The question, what is culture, caused us to
reflect on our own understandings of the cultural self and the cultural Other, and on the importance of self and cultural awareness.

Emily

My cultural self has evolved from the first customary traditions of my childhood, yet my life with the Inuit caused me to consider
that T have similar values and community traits as my friends in the North. My childhood was focused on caring, acceptance, and
working together to achieve the necessities of life. Life on the land with the Inuit was no different, and throughout the years, I have
seen how much we are the same, just living in different locations and circumstances. My anthropological training has enriched my
life experiences by teaching me to enjoy the world and its peoples. I have also experienced being the cultural Other when working
in the field, and this has always reminded me that the cultural self and the cultural Other will always be in conflict with each other
on both sides of the experience.

Priscilla

Living with different indigenous tribes in Kenya gave me a chance to learn how communities maintain their traditional culture and
ways of living. I come from a Portuguese- Canadian family that has kept strong ties to the culture and religion of our ancestors.
Portuguese people believe storytelling is a way to keep one’s traditions, cultural identity, indigenous knowledge, and language
alive. When I lived in Nairobi Province, Kenya, I discovered that people there had the same point of view. I found it odd that
people still define their identities by their cultural history. What I have learned by conducting cultural fieldwork is that the
meanings of culture not only vary from one group to another, but that all human societies define themselves through culture.

Our Final Reflection

Bob took us on a journey to understand what is at the heart of the culture concept. Clearly, the culture concept does not follow a
straight line. Scholars, storytellers, and the people one meets in everyday life have something to say about the components of
culture. The story that emerges from different voices brings insight into what it is to be human. Defining the culture concept is like
putting together a puzzle with many pieces. The puzzle of culture concepts is almost complete, but it is not finished...yet.

Discussion Questions

1. How did the armchair anthropology and the off the veranda approaches differ as methods to study culture? What can be learned
about a culture by experiencing it in person that cannot be learned from reading about it?

2. Why is the concept of culture difficult to define? What do you think are the most important elements of culture?

3. Why is it difficult to separate the “social” from the “cultural”? Do you think this is an important distinction?

4. In the twenty-first century, people have much greater contact with members of other cultures than they did in the past. Which
topics or concerns should be priorities for future studies of culture?

GLOSSARY

Armchair anthropology: an early and discredited method of anthropological research that did not involve direct contact with the
people studied.

Cultural determinism: the idea that behavioral differences are a result of cultural, not racial or genetic causes.

Cultural evolutionism: a discredited theory popular in nineteenth century anthropology suggesting that societies evolved through
stages from simple to advanced.

Cultural relativism: the idea that we should seek to understand another person’s beliefs and behaviors from the perspective of
their own culture and not our own.

Culture: a set of beliefs, practices, and symbols that are learned and shared. Together, they form an all-encompassing, integrated
whole that binds people together and shapes their worldview and lifeways.

Enculturation: the process of learning the characteristics and expectations of a culture or group.
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Ethnocentrism: the tendency to view one’s own culture as most important and correct and as the stick by which to measure all
other cultures.

Functionalism: an approach to anthropology developed in British anthropology that emphasized the way that parts of a society
work together to support the functioning of the whole.

Going native: becoming fully integrated into a cultural group through acts such as taking a leadership position, assuming key roles
in society, entering into marriage, or other behaviors that incorporate an anthropologist into the society he or she is studying.

Holism: taking a broad view of the historical, environmental, and cultural foundations of behavior.
Kinship: blood ties, common ancestry, and social relationships that form families within human groups.

Participant observation: a type of observation in which the anthropologist observes while participating in the same activities in
which her informants are engaged.

Structural-Functionalism: an approach to anthropology that focuses on the ways in which the customs or social institutions in a
culture contribute to the organization of society and the maintenance of social order.

The Other: is a term that has been used to describe people whose customs, beliefs, or behaviors are “different” from one’s own
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2: Doing Fieldwork - Methods in Cultural Anthropology

4b Learning Objectives

o Discuss what is unique about ethnographic fieldwork and how it emerged as a key strategy in anthropology.
o Explain how traditional approaches to ethnographic fieldwork contrast with contemporary approaches.

o Identify some of the contemporary ethnographic fieldwork techniques and perspectives.

o Discuss some of the ethical considerations in doing anthropological fieldwork.

e Summarize how anthropologists transform their fieldwork data into a story that communicates meaning.

FINDING THE FIELD

My first experience with fieldwork as a student anthropologist took place in a small indigenous community in northeastern Brazil
studying the Jenipapo-Kanindé of Lagoa Encantada (Enchanted Lake). I had planned to conduct an independent research project
on land tenure among members of the indigenous tribe and had gotten permission to spend several months with the community.
My Brazilian host family arranged for a relative to drive me to the rural community on the back of his motorcycle. After several
hours navigating a series of bumpy roads in blazing equatorial heat, I was relieved to arrive at the edge of the reservation. He cut
the motor and I removed my heavy backpack from my tired, sweaty back. Upon hearing us arrive, first children and then adults
slowly and shyly began to approach us. I greeted the curious onlookers and briefly explained who I was. As a group of children ran
to fetch the cacique (the chief/political leader), I began to explain my research agenda to several of the men who had gathered. 1
mentioned that T was interested in learning about how the tribe negotiated land use rights without any private land ownership. After
hearing me use the colloquial term “indio” (Indian), a man who turned out to be the cacique’s cousin came forward and said to me,
“Well, your work is going to be difficult because there are no Indians here; we are only Brazilians.” Then, abruptly, another man
angrily replied to him, stating firmly that, in fact, they were Indians because the community was on an Indian reservation and the
Brazilian government had recognized them as an indigenous tribe. A few women then entered the rapid-fire discussion. I took a
step back, surprised by the intensity of my first interaction in the community. The debate subsided once the cacique arrived, but it
left a strong impression in my mind. Eventually, I discarded my original research plan to focus instead on this disagreement within
the community about who they were and were not. In anthropology, this type of conflict in beliefs is known as contested identity.

——— .

Children Playing Outside a Home on the Jenipapo-Kanindé Reservation, 2001

I soon learned that many among the Jenipapo-Kanindé did not embrace the Indian identity label. The tribe members were all
monolingual Portuguese-speakers who long ago had lost their original language and many of their traditions. Beginning in the
1980s, several local researchers had conducted studies in the community and had concluded that the community had indigenous
origins. Those researchers lobbied on the community’s behalf for official state and federal status as an indigenous reservation, and
in 1997 the Funai (Fundagdo Nacional do Indio or National Foundation for the Indian) visited the community and agreed to
officially demarcate the land as an indigenous reservation.
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Author Katie Nelson (center) with her Brazilian Host Family, 2001

More than 20 years later, the community is still waiting for that demarcation. Some in the community embraced indigenous status
because it came with a number of benefits. The state (Ceard), using partial funding from Funai, built a new road to improve access
to the community. The government also constructed an elementary school and a common well and installed new electric lines.
Despite those gains, some members of the community did not embrace indigenous status because being considered Indian had a
pejorative connotation in Brazil. Many felt that the label stigmatized them by associating them with a poor and marginalized class
of Brazilians. Others resisted the label because of long-standing family and inter-personal conflicts in the community.

A young Jenipapo-Kanindé boy shows off his grass skirt prior to a community dance, 2001.
Fieldwork is the most important method by which cultural anthropologists gather data to answer their research questions. While

interacting on a daily basis with a group of people, cultural anthropologists document their observations and perceptions and adjust
the focus of their research as needed. They typically spend a few months to a few years living among the people they are studying.

The “field” can be anywhere the people are—a village in highland Papua New Guinea or a supermarket in downtown Minneapolis.
Just as marine biologists spend time in the ocean to learn about the behavior of marine animals and geologists travel to a mountain
range to observe rock formations, anthropologists go to places where people are.

X Doing Anthropology

In this short film, Stefan Helmreich, Frica James, and Heather Paxson, three members of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology’s Anthropology Department, talk about their current work and the process of doing fieldwork.
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Making the Strange Familiar and the Familiar Strange

The cultural anthropologist’s goal during fieldwork is to describe a group of people to others in a way that makes strange or
unusual features of the culture seem familiar and familiar traits seem extraordinary. The point is to help people think in new ways
about aspects of their own culture by comparing them with other cultures. The research anthropologist Margaret Mead describes in
her monograph Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) is a famous example of this. In 1925, Mead went to American Samoa, where she
conducted ethnographic research on adolescent girls and their experiences with sexuality and growing up. Mead’s mentor,
anthropologist Franz Boas, was a strong proponent of cultural determinism, the idea that one’s cultural upbringing and social
environment, rather than one’s biology, primarily determine behavior. Boas encouraged Mead to travel to Samoa to study
adolescent behavior there and to compare their culture and behavior with that of adolescents in the United States to lend support to
his hypothesis. In the foreword of Coming of Age in Samoa, Boas described what he saw as the key insight of her research: “The
results of her painstaking investigation confirm the suspicion long held by anthropologists that much of what we ascribe to human
nature is no more than a reaction to the restraints put upon us by our civilization.”!!

Mead studied 25 young women in three villages in Samoa and found that the stress, anxiety, and turmoil of American adolescence
were not found among Samoan youth. Rather, young women in Samoa experienced a smooth transition to adulthood with relatively
little stress or difficulty. She documented instances of socially accepted sexual experimentation, lack of sexual jealousy and rape,
and a general sense of casualness that marked Samoan adolescence. Coming of Age in Samoa quickly became popular, launching
Mead’s career as one of the most well-known anthropologists in the United States and perhaps the world. The book encouraged
American readers to reconsider their own cultural assumptions about what adolescence in the United States should be like,
particularly in terms of the sexual repression and turmoil that seemed to characterize the teenage experience in mid-twentieth
century America. Through her analysis of the differences between Samoan and American society, Mead also persuasively called for
changes in education and parenting for U.S. children and adolescents.

Another classic example of a style of anthropological writing that attempted to make the familiar strange and encouraged readers to
consider their own cultures in a different way is Horace Miner’s Body Ritual among the Nacirema (1956). The essay described oral
hygiene practices of the Nacirema (“American” spelled backward) in a way that, to cultural insiders, sounded extreme,
exaggerated, and out of context. He presented the Nacirema as if they were a little-known cultural group with strange, exotic
practices. Miner wrote the essay during an era in which anthropologists were just beginning to expand their focus beyond small-
scale traditional societies far from home to large-scale post-industrial societies such as the United States. He wrote the essay
primarily as a satire of how anthropologists often wrote about “the Other” in ways that made other cultures seem exotic and glossed
over features that the Other had in common with the anthropologist’s culture. The essay also challenged U.S. readers in general and
anthropologists in particular to think differently about their own cultures and re-examine their cultural assumptions about what is
“normal.”

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263262



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263262?pdf
https://www.youtube-nocookie.com/channel/UC-D6-YvFp9nwiJyfIGcGTXQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BhCruPBvSjQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BhCruPBvSjQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BhCruPBvSjQ

LibreTexts"

Emic and Etic Perspectives

When anthropologists conduct fieldwork, they gather data. An important tool for gathering anthropological data is ethnography—
the in-depth study of everyday practices and lives of a people. Ethnography produces a detailed description of the studied group at
a particular time and location, also known as a “thick description,” a term coined by anthropologist Clifford Geertz in his 1973
book The Interpretation of Cultures to describe this type of research and writing. A thick description explains not only the behavior
or cultural event in question but also the context in which it occurs and anthropological interpretations of it. Such descriptions help
readers better understand the internal logic of why people in a culture behave as they do and why the behaviors are meaningful to
them. This is important because understanding the attitudes, perspectives, and motivations of cultural insiders is at the heart of
anthropology.

Ethnographers gather data from many different sources. One source is the anthropologist’s own observations and thoughts.
Ethnographers keep field notebooks that document their ideas and reflections as well as what they do and observe when
participating in activities with the people they are studying, a research technique known as participant observation. Other sources
of data include informal conversations and more-formal interviews that are recorded and transcribed. They also collect documents
such as letters, photographs, artifacts, public records, books, and reports.

Different types of data produce different kinds of ethnographic descriptions, which also vary in terms of perspective—from the
perspective of the studied culture (emic) or from the perspective of the observer (etic). Emic perspectives refer to descriptions of
behaviors and beliefs in terms that are meaningful to people who belong to a specific culture, e.g., how people perceive and
categorize their culture and experiences, why people believe they do what they do, how they imagine and explain things. To
uncover emic perspectives, ethnographers talk to people, observe what they do, and participate in their daily activities with them.
Emic perspectives are essential for anthropologists’ efforts to obtain a detailed understanding of a culture and to avoid interpreting
others through their own cultural beliefs.

Etic perspectives refer to explanations for behavior by an outside observer in ways that are meaningful to the observer. For an
anthropologist, etic descriptions typically arise from conversations between the ethnographer and the anthropological community.
These explanations tend to be based in science and are informed by historical, political, and economic studies and other types of
research. The etic approach acknowledges that members of a culture are unlikely to view the things they do as noteworthy or
unusual. They cannot easily stand back and view their own behavior objectively or from another perspective. For example, you
may have never thought twice about the way you brush your teeth and the practice of going to the dentist or how you experienced
your teenage years. For you, these parts of your culture are so normal and “natural” you probably would never consider questioning
them. An emic lens gives us an alternative perspective that is essential when constructing a comprehensive view of a people.

Most often, ethnographers include both emic and etic perspectives in their research and writing. They first uncover a studied
people’s understanding of what they do and why and then develop additional explanations for the behavior based on
anthropological theory and analysis. Both perspectives are important, and it can be challenging to move back and forth between the
two. Nevertheless, that is exactly what good ethnographers must do.

TRADITIONAL ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACHES

Early Armchair Anthropology

Before ethnography was a fully developed research method, anthropologists in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries used
techniques that were much less reliable to gather data about people throughout the world. From the comfort of their homes and
library armchairs, early scholars collected others’ travel accounts and used them to come to conclusions about far-flung cultures
and peoples. The reports typically came from missionaries, colonists, adventurers, and business travelers and were often
incomplete, inaccurate, and/or misleading, exaggerated or omitted important information, and romanticized the culture.

Early scholars such as Wilhelm Schmidt and Sir E. B. Tylor sifted through artifacts and stories brought back by travelers or
missionaries and selected the ones that best fit their frequently pre-conceived ideas about the peoples involved. By relying on this
flawed data, they often drew inaccurate or even racist conclusions. They had no way of knowing how accurate the information was
and no way to understand the full context in which it was gathered.

The work of Sir James Frazer (1854-1941) provides a good example of the problems associated with such anthropological
endeavors. Frazer was a Scottish social anthropologist who was interested in myths and religions around the world. He read
historical documents and religious texts found in libraries and book collections. He also sent questionnaires to missionaries and
colonists in various parts of the world asking them about the people with whom they were in contact. He then used the information
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to draw sweeping conclusions about human belief systems. In his most famous book, The Golden Bough, he described similarities
and differences in magical and religious practices around the world and concluded that human beliefs progressed through three
stages: from primitive magic to religion and from religion to science. This theory implied that some people were less evolved and
more primitive than others. Of course, contemporary anthropologists do not view any people as less evolved than another. Instead,
anthropologists today seek to uncover the historical, political, and cultural reasons behind peoples’ behaviors rather than assuming
that one culture or society is more advanced than another.

The main problem with Frazer’s conclusion can be traced back to the fact that he did not do any research himself and none of the
information he relied on was collected by an anthropologist. He never spent time with the people he was researching. He never
observed the religious ceremonies he wrote about and certainly never participated in them. Had he done so, he might have been
able to appreciate that all human groups at the time (and now) were equally pragmatic, thoughtful, intelligent, logical, and
“evolved.” He might also have appreciated the fact that how and why the information is gathered affects the quality of the
information. For instance, if a colonial administrator offered to pay people for their stories, some of the storytellers might have
exaggerated or even made up stories for financial gain. If a Christian missionary asked recently converted parishioners to describe
their religious practices, they likely would have omitted non-Christian practices and beliefs to avoid disapproval and maintain their
positions in the church. A male traveler who attempted to document rite-of-passage traditions in a culture that prohibited men from
asking such questions of women would generate data that could erroneously suggest that women did not participate in such
activities. All of these examples illustrate the pitfalls of armchair anthropology.

Off the Veranda

Fortunately, the reign of armchair anthropology was brief. Around the turn of the twentieth century, anthropologists trained in the
natural sciences began to reimagine what a science of humanity should look like and how social scientists ought to go about
studying cultural groups. Some of those anthropologists insisted that one should at least spend significant time actually observing
and talking to the people studied. Early ethnographers such as Franz Boas and Alfred Cort Haddon typically traveled to the remote
locations where the people in question lived and spent a few weeks to a few months there. They sought out a local Western host
who was familiar with the people and the area (such as a colonial official, missionary, or businessman) and found accommodations
through them. Although they did at times venture into the community without a guide, they generally did not spend significant time
with the local people. Thus, their observations were primarily conducted from the relative comfort and safety of a porch—from
their verandas.

Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1884—-1942) pioneering method of participant observation fundamentally changed
the relationship between ethnographers and the people under study. In 1914, he traveled to the Trobriand Islands and ended up
spending nearly four years conducting fieldwork among the people there. In the process, he developed a rigorous set of detailed
ethnographic techniques he viewed as best-suited to gathering accurate and comprehensive ethnographic data. One of the hallmarks
of his method was that it required the researcher to get off the veranda to interact with and even live among the natives. In a well-
known book about his research, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922), Malinowski described his research techniques and the
role they played in his analysis of the Kula ceremony, an exchange of coral armbands and trinkets among members of the social
elite. He concluded that the ceremonies were at the center of Trobriand life and represented the culmination of an elaborate multi-
year venture called the Kula Ring that involved dangerous expeditions and careful planning. Ultimately, the key to his discovering
the importance of the ceremony was that he not only observed the Kula Ring but also participated in it. This technique of
participant observation is central to anthropological research today. Malinowski did more than just observe people from afar; he
actively interacted with them and participated in their daily activities. And unlike early anthropologists who worked through
translators, Malinowski learned the native language, which allowed him to immerse himself in the culture. He carefully
documented all of his observations and thoughts. Malinowski’s techniques are now central components of ethnographic fieldwork.

Salvage Ethnography
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Bronislaw Malinowski (center) with Trobriand Islanders circa 1918

Despite Malinowski’s tremendous contributions to ethnography and anthropology generally, he was nevertheless a man of his time.
A common view in the first half of the twentieth century was that many “primitive” cultures were quickly disappearing and features
of those cultures needed to be preserved (salvaged) before they were lost. Anthropologists such as Malinowski, Franz Boas, and
many of their students sought to document, photograph, and otherwise preserve cultural traditions in “dying” cultures in groups
such as Native Americans and other traditional societies experiencing rapid change due to modernization, dislocation, and contact
with outside groups. They also collected cultural artifacts, removing property from the communities and placing it in museums and
private collections.

Others who were not formally trained in the sciences or in anthropology also participated in salvage activities. For instance, in his
“documentary” film Nanook of the North (1922), Robery Flaherty filmed the life of an Inuit man named Nanook and his family in
the Canadian Arctic. In an effort to preserve on film what many believed was a traditional way of life soon to be lost, Flaherty took
considerable artistic license to represent the culture as he imagined it was in the past, including staging certain scenes and asking
the Inuit men to use spears instead of rifles to make the film seem more “authentic.”

Photographers and artists have likewise attempted to capture and preserve traditional indigenous life in paintings and photographs.
Renowned painter George Catlin (1796-1872), for example, is known to have embellished scenes or painted them in ways that
glossed over the difficult reality that native people in the nineteenth century were actively persecuted by the government, displaced
from their lands, and forced into unsustainable lifestyles that led to starvation and warfare. Photographer Edward S. Curtis (1868—
1952) has been criticized for reinforcing romanticized images of “authentic” native scenes. In particular, he is accused of having
perpetuated the problematic idea of the noble savage and, in the process, distracted attention from the serious social, political, and
economic problems faced by native people.?!

Today, anthropologists recognize that human cultures constantly change as people respond to social, political, economic, and other
external and internal influences—that there is no moment when a culture is more authentic or more primitive. They acknowledge
that culture is fluid and cannot be treated as isolated in time and space. Just as we should not portray people as primitive vestiges of
an earlier stage of human development, we also should not romanticize a culture or idealize another’s suffering as more authentic
or natural.

Holism

In the throes of salvage ethnography, anthropologists in the first half of the twentieth century actively documented anything and
everything they could about the cultures they viewed as endangered. They collected artifacts, excavated ancient sites, wrote
dictionaries of non-literate languages, and documented cultural traditions, stories, and beliefs. In the United States, those efforts
developed into what is known today as the four-field approach or simply as general anthropology. This approach integrates multiple
scientific and humanistic perspectives into a single comprehensive discipline composed of cultural, archaeological,
biological/physical, and linguistic anthropology.

A hallmark of the four-field approach is its holistic perspective: anthropologists are interested in studying everything that makes us
human. Thus, they use multiple approaches to understanding humans throughout time and throughout the world. They also
acknowledge that to understand people fully one cannot look solely at biology, culture, history, or language; rather, all of those
things must be considered. The interrelationships between the four subfields of anthropology are important for many
anthropologists today.

Linguistic anthropologists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf, for instance, examined interrelationships between culture, language,
and cognition. They argued that the language one speaks plays a critical role in determining how one thinks, particularly in terms of
understanding time, space, and matter. They proposed that people who speak different languages view the world differently as a
result. In a well-known example, Whorf contrasted the Hopi and English languages. Because verbs in Hopi contained no future or
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past tenses, Whorf argued that Hopi-speakers understand time in a fundamentally different way than English-speakers. An
observation by an English-speaker would focus on the difference in time while an observation by a Hopi-speaker would focus on
validity.®!
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A chart from a 1940 publication by Whorf illustrates differences between a “temporal” language (English) and a “timeless”
language (Hopi).

In another example, Peter Gordon spent many years living among the Pirahd tribe of Brazil learning their language and culture. He
noted that the Piraha have only three words for numbers: one, two, and many. He also observed that they found it difficult to
remember quantities and numbers beyond three even after learning the Portuguese words for such numbers.*!

Piraha Numerical Terms
In this short film, linguist Daniel Everett illustrates Piraha numerical terms.

Although some scholars have criticized Whorf and Gordon’s conclusions as overly deterministic, their work certainly illustrates the
presence of a relationship between language and thought and between cultural and biological influences. Words may not force
people to think a particular way, but they can influence our thought processes and how we view the world around us. The holistic
perspective of anthropology helps us to appreciate that our culture, language, and physical and cognitive capacities for language are
interrelated in complex ways.

ETHNOGRAPHY TODAY

Anthropology’s Distinctive Research Strategy

Ethnography is cultural anthropology’s distinctive research strategy. It was originally developed by anthropologists to study small-
scale, relatively isolated cultural groups. Typically, those groups had relatively simple economies and technologies and limited
access to larger, more technologically advanced societies. Early ethnographers sought to understand the entirety of a particular
culture. They spent months to years living in the community, and in that time, they documented in great detail every dimension of
people’s lives, including their language, subsistence strategies, political systems, formation of families and marriages, and religious
beliefs. This was important because it helped researchers appreciate the interconnectedness of all dimensions of social life. The key
to the success of this ethnographic approach was not only to spend considerable time observing people in their home settings
engaged in day-to-day activities but also to participate in those activities. Participation informed an emic perspective of the culture,
something that had been missing in earlier social science research.

Because of how useful the ethnographic research strategy is in developing an emic perspective, it has been adopted by many other
disciplines including sociology, education, psychology, and political science. Education researchers, for example, use ethnography
to study children in classrooms to identify their learning strategies and how they understand and make sense of learning
experiences. Sociologists use ethnography to study emerging social movements and how participants in such movements stay
motivated and connected despite their sometimes-conflicting goals.

New Sites for Ethnographic Fieldwork

Like the cultures and peoples studied, anthropology and ethnography are evolving. Field sites for ethnographic research are no
longer exclusively located in far-flung, isolated, non-industrialized societies. Increasingly, anthropologists are conducting
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ethnographic research in complex, technologically advanced societies such as the United States and in urban environments
elsewhere in the world. For instance, my doctoral research took place in the United States. I studied identity formation among
undocumented Mexican immigrant college students in Minnesota. Because some of my informants were living in Mexico when
my fieldwork ended, I also traveled to Veracruz, Mexico, and spent time conducting research there. Often, anthropologists who
study migration, diasporas, and people in motion must conduct research in multiple locations. This is known as multi-sited
ethnography.

Anthropologists use ethnography to study people wherever they are and however they interact with others. Think of the many ways
you ordinarily interact with your friends, family, professors, and boss. Is it all face-to-face communication or do you sometimes use
text messages to chat with your friends? Do you also sometimes email your professor to ask for clarification on an assignment and
then call your boss to discuss your schedule? Do you share funny videos with others on Facebook and then later make a Skype
video call to a relative? These new technological “sites” of human interaction are fascinating to many ethnographers and have
expanded the definition of fieldwork.

Problem-Oriented Research

In the early years, ethnographers were interested in exploring the entirety of a culture. Taking an inductive approach, they
generally were not concerned about arriving with a relatively narrow predefined research topic. Instead, the goal was to explore the
people, their culture, and their homelands and what had previously been written about them. The focus of the study was allowed to
emerge gradually during their time in the field. Often, this approach to ethnography resulted in rather general ethnographic
descriptions.

Today, anthropologists are increasingly taking a more deductive approach to ethnographic research. Rather than arriving at the
field site with only general ideas about the goals of the study, they tend to select a particular problem before arriving and then let
that problem guide their research. In my case, I was interested in how undocumented Mexican immigrant youth in Minnesota
formed a sense of identity while living in a society that used a variety of dehumanizing labels such as illegal and alien to refer to
them. That was my research “problem,” and it oriented and guided my study from beginning to end. I did not document every
dimension of my informants’ lives; instead, I focused on the things most closely related to my research problem.

Quantitative Methods

Increasingly, cultural anthropologists are using quantitative research methods to complement qualitative approaches. Qualitative
research in anthropology aims to comprehensively describe human behavior and the contexts in which it occurs while quantitative
research seeks patterns in numerical data that can explain aspects of human behavior. Quantitative patterns can be gleaned from
statistical analyses, maps, charts, graphs, and textual descriptions. Surveys are a common quantitative technique that usually
involves closed-ended questions in which respondents select their responses from a list of pre-defined choices such as their degree
of agreement or disagreement, multiple-choice answers, and rankings of items. While surveys usually lack the sort of contextual
detail associated with qualitative research, they tend to be relatively easy to code numerically and, as a result, can be easier to
analyze than qualitative data. Surveys are also useful for gathering specific data points within a large population, something that is
challenging to do with many qualitative techniques.

Anthropological nutritional analysis is an area of research that commonly relies on collecting quantitative data. Nutritional
anthropologists explore how factors such as culture, the environment, and economic and political systems interplay to impact
human health and nutrition. They may count the calories people consume and expend, document patterns of food consumption,
measure body weight and body mass, and test for the presence of parasite infections or nutritional deficiencies. In her ethnography
Dancing Skeletons: Life and Death in West Africa (1993), Katherine Dettwyler described how she conducted nutritional research in
Mali, which involved weighing, measuring, and testing her research subjects to collect a variety of quantitative data to help her
understand the causes and consequences of child malnutrition.

Mixed Methods

In recent years, anthropologists have begun to combine ethnography with other types of research methods. These mixed-method
approaches integrate qualitative and quantitative evidence to provide a more comprehensive analysis. For instance, anthropologists
can combine ethnographic data with questionnaires, statistical data, and a media analysis. Anthropologist Leo Chavez used mixed
methods to conduct the research for his book The Latino Threat: Constructing Immigrants, Citizens, and the Nation (2008). He
started with a problem: how has citizenship been discussed as an identity marker in the mainstream media in the United States,
especially among those labeled as Latinos. He then looked for a variety of types of data and relied on ethnographic case studies and
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on quantitative data from surveys and questionnaires. Chavez also analyzed a series of visual images from photographs, magazine
covers, and cartoons that depicted Latinos to explore how they are represented in the American mainstream.

Mixed methods can be particularly useful when conducting problem-oriented research on complex, technologically advanced
societies such as the United States. Detailed statistical and quantitative data are often available for those types of societies.
Additionally, the general population is usually literate and somewhat comfortable with the idea of filling out a questionnaire.

ETHNOGRAPHIC TECHNIQUES AND PERSPECTIVES

Cultural Relativism and Ethnocentrism

The guiding philosophy of modern anthropology is cultural relativism—the idea that we should seek to understand another
person’s beliefs and behaviors from the perspective of their culture rather than our own. Anthropologists do not judge other cultures
based on their values nor view other cultural ways of doing things as inferior. Instead, anthropologists seek to understand people’s
beliefs within the system they have for explaining things.

Cultural relativism is an important methodological consideration when conducting research. In the field, anthropologists must
temporarily suspend their own value, moral, and esthetic judgments and seek to understand and respect the values, morals, and
esthetics of the other culture on their terms. This can be a challenging task, particularly when a culture is significantly different
from the one in which they were raised.

During my first field experience in Brazil, I learned firsthand how challenging cultural relativism could be. Preferences for physical
proximity and comfort talking about one’s body are among the first differences likely to be noticed by U.S. visitors to Brazil.
Compared to Americans, Brazilians generally are much more comfortable standing close, touching, holding hands, and even
smelling one another and often discuss each other’s bodies. Children and adults commonly refer to each other using playful
nicknames that refer to their body size, body shape, or skin color. Neighbors and even strangers frequently stopped me on the street
to comment on the color of my skin (It concerned some as being overly pale or pink—Was I ill? Was I sunburned?), the texture of
my hair (How did I get it so smooth? Did I straighten my hair?), and my body size and shape (“You have a nice bust, but if you lost
a little weight around the middle you would be even more attractive!”).

During my first few months in Brazil, I had to remind myself constantly that these comments were not rude, disrespectful, or
inappropriate as I would have perceived them to be in the United States. On the contrary, it was one of the ways that people showed
affection toward me. From a culturally relativistic perspective, the comments demonstrated that they cared about me, were
concerned with my well-being, and wanted me to be part of the community. Had I not taken a culturally relativistic view at the
outset and instead judged the actions based on my cultural perspective, I would have been continually frustrated and likely would
have confused and offended people in the community. And offending your informants and the rest of the community certainly is
not conducive to completing high-quality ethnography! Had I not fully understood the importance of body contact and physical
proximity in communication in Brazil, I would have missed an important component of the culture.

Another perspective that has been rejected by anthropologists is ethnocentrism—the tendency to view one’s own culture as most
important and correct and as a stick by which to measure all other cultures. People who are ethnocentric view their own cultures as
central and normal and reject all other cultures as inferior and morally suspect. As it turns out, many people and cultures are
ethnocentric to some degree; ethnocentrism is a common human experience. Why do we respond the way we do? Why do we
behave the way we do? Why do we believe what we believe? Most people find these kinds of questions difficult to answer. Often
the answer is simply “because that is how it is done.” They believe what they believe because that is what one normally believes
and doing things any other way seems wrong.

Ethnocentrism is not a useful perspective in contexts in which people from different cultural backgrounds come into close contact
with one another, as is the case in many cities and communities throughout the world. People increasingly find that they must adopt
culturally relativistic perspectives in governing communities and as a guide for their interactions with members of the community.
For anthropologists in the field, cultural relativism is especially important. We must set aside our innate ethnocentrisms and let
cultural relativism guide our inquiries and interactions with others so that our observations are not biased. Cultural relativism is at
the core of the discipline of anthropology.

Obijectivity and Activist Anthropology

Despite the importance of cultural relativism, it is not always possible and at times is inappropriate to maintain complete objectivity
in the field. Researchers may encounter cultural practices that are an affront to strongly held moral values or that violate the human
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rights of a segment of a population. In other cases, they may be conducting research in part to advocate for a particular issue or for
the rights of a marginalized group.

Take, for example, the practice of female genital cutting (FGC), also known as female genital mutilation (FGM), a practice that is
common in various regions of the world, especially in parts of Africa and the Middle East. Such practices involving modification of
female genitals for non-medical and cultural reasons range from clitoridectomy (partial or full removal of the clitoris) to
infibulation, which involves removal of the clitoris and the inner and outer labia and suturing to narrow the vaginal opening,
leaving only a small hole for the passage of urine and menstrual fluid Anthropologists working in regions where such practices are
common often understandably have a strong negative opinion, viewing the practice as unnecessary medically and posing a risk of
serious infection, infertility, and complications from childbirth. They may also be opposed to it because they feel that it violates the
right of women to experience sexual pleasure, something they likely view as a fundamental human right. Should the anthropologist
intervene to prevent girls and women from being subjected to this practice?

Anthropologist Janice Boddy studied FGC/FGM in rural northern Sudan and sought to explain it from a culturally relativistic
perspective. She found that the practice persists, in part, because it is believed to preserve a woman’s chastity and curb her sexual
desire, making her less likely to have affairs once she is married. Boddy’s research showed how the practice makes sense in the
context of a culture in which a woman’s sexual conduct is a symbol of her family’s honor, which is important culturally.>!

Boddy’s relativistic explanation helps make the practice comprehensible and allows cultural outsiders to understand how it is
internally culturally coherent. But the question remains. Once anthropologists understand why people practice FGC/FGM, should
they accept it? Because they uncover the cultural meaning of a practice, must they maintain a neutral stance or should they fight a
practice viewed as an injustice? How does an anthropologist know what is right?

Unfortunately, answers to these questions are rarely simple, and anthropologists as a group do not always agree on an appropriate
professional stance and responsibility. Nevertheless, examining practices such as FGC/FGM can help us understand the debate over
objectivity versus “activism” in anthropology more clearly. Some anthropologists feel that striving for objectivity in ethnography is
paramount. That even if objectivity cannot be completely achieved, anthropologists’ ethnography should be free from as much
subjective opinion as possible. Others take the opposite stance and produce anthropological research and writing as a means of
fighting for equality and justice for dissmpowered or voiceless groups. The debate over how much (if any) activism is acceptable is
ongoing. What is clear is that anthropologists are continuing to grapple with the contentious relationship between objectivity and
activism in ethnographic research.

Science and Humanism

Anthropologists have described their field as the most humanistic of the sciences and the most scientific of the humanities. Early
anthropologists fought to legitimize anthropology as a robust scientific field of study. To do so, they borrowed methods and
techniques from the physical sciences and applied them to anthropological inquiry. Indeed, anthropology today is categorized as a
social science in most academic institutions in the United States alongside sociology, psychology, economics, and political science.
However, in recent decades, many cultural anthropologists have distanced themselves from science-oriented research and embraced
more-humanistic approaches, including symbolic and interpretive perspectives. Interpretive anthropology treats culture as a body of
“texts” rather than attempting to test a hypothesis based on deductive or inductive reasoning. The texts present a particular picture
from a particular subjective point of view. Interpretive anthropologists believe that it is not necessary (or even possible) to
objectively interrogate a text. Rather, they study the texts to untangle the various webs of meaning embedded in them.
Consequently, interpretive anthropologists include the context of their interpretations, their own perspectives and, importantly, how
the research participants view themselves and the meanings they attribute to their lives.

Anthropologists are unlikely to conclude that a single approach is best. Instead, anthropologists can apply any and all of the
approaches that best suit their particular problem. Anthropology is unique among academic disciplines for the diversity of
approaches used to conduct research and for the broad range of orientations that fall under its umbrella.

Science in Anthropology

For a discussion of science in anthropology, see the following article published by the American Anthropological Association:
AAA Responds to Public Controversy Over Science in Anthropology.

Observation and Participant Observation

Of the various techniques and tools used to conduct ethnographic research, observation in general and participant observation in

particular are among the most important. Ethnographers are trained to pay attention to everything happening around them when in
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the field—from routine daily activities such as cooking dinner to major events such as an annual religious celebration. They
observe how people interact with each other, how the environment affects people, and how people affect the environment. It is
essential for anthropologists to rigorously document their observations, usually by writing field notes and recording their feelings
and perceptions in a personal journal or diary.

As previously mentioned, participant observation involves ethnographers observing while they participate in activities with their
informants. This technique is important because it allows the researcher to better understand why people do what they do from an
emic perspective. Malinowski noted that participant observation is an important tool by which “to grasp the native’s point of view,
his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world.”(®!

To conduct participant observation, ethnographers must live with or spend considerable time with their informants to establish a
strong rapport with them. Rapport is a sense of trust and a comfortable working relationship in which the informant and the
ethnographer are at ease with each other and agreeable to working together.

Participant observation was an important part of my own research. In 2003, I spent six months living in two Mayan villages in
highland Chiapas, Mexico. I was conducting ethnographic research on behalf of the Science Museum of Minnesota to document
changes in huipil textile designs. Huipiles (pronounced “we-peel-ayes”) are a type of hand-woven blouse that Mayan women in the
region weave and wear, and every town has its own style and designs. At a large city market, one can easily identify the town each
weaver is from by the colors and designs of her huipiles. For hundreds of years, huipil designs changed very little. Then, starting
around 1960, the designs and colors of huipiles in some of the towns began to change rapidly. I was interested in learning why
some towns’ designs were changing more rapidly than other towns’ were and in collecting examples of huipiles to supplement the
museum’s existing collection.

I spent time in two towns, Zinacantdn and San Andrés Larrdinzar. Zinacantdn was located near the main city, San Cristébal de las
Casas. It received many tourists each year and had regularly established bus and van routes that locals used to travel to San
Crist6bal to buy food and other goods. Some of the men in the town had worked in the United States and returned with money to
build or improve their family homes and businesses. Other families were supported by remittances from relatives working in the
United States or in other parts of Mexico. San Andrés, on the other hand, was relatively isolated and much further from San
Cristobal. Most families there relied on subsistence farming or intermittent agricultural labor and had limited access to tourism or
to outside communities. San Andrés was also the site of a major indigenous revolt in the mid-1990s that resulted in greater
autonomy, recognition, and rights for indigenous groups throughout Mexico. Politically and socially, it was a progressive
community in many ways but remained conservative in others.

I first asked people in Zinacantdn why their huipil designs, motifs, and colors seemed to change almost every year. Many women
said that they did not know. Others stated that weaving was easy and could be boring so they liked to make changes to keep the
huipiles interesting and to keep weaving from getting dull. When I asked people in San Andrés what they thought about what the
women in Zinacantan had said, the San Andrés women replied that “Yes, perhaps they do get bored easily. But we in San Andrés
are superior weavers and we don’t need to change our designs.” Neither response seemed like the full story behind the difference.

Though I spent hundreds of hours observing women preparing to weave, weaving, and selling their textiles to tourists, I did not
truly understand what the women were telling me until I tried weaving myself. When I watched them, the process seemed so easy
and simple. They attached strings of thread vertically to two ends of the back-strap looms. When weaving, they increased and
decreased the tension on the vertical threads by leaning backward and forward with the back strap and teased individual threads
horizontally through the vertical threads to create the desired pattern. After each thread was placed, they pushed it down with great
force using a smooth, flat wooden trowel. They did the entire process with great ease and fluidity. When I only watched and did not
participate, I could believe the Zinacantdn women when they told me weaving was easy.

When I began to weave, it took me several days simply to learn how to sit correctly with a back-strap loom and achieve the
appropriate tension. I failed repeatedly at setting up the loom with vertically strung threads and never got close to being able to
create a design. Thus, I learned through participant observation that weaving is an exceptionally difficult task. Even expert weavers
who had decades of experience sometimes made mistakes as half-finished weavings and rejected textiles littered many homes.
Although the women appeared to be able to multi-task while weaving (stoking the fire, calling after small children, cooking food),
weaving still required a great deal of concentration to do well.

Through participant observation, I was able to recognize that other factors likely drove the changes in their textiles. I ultimately
concluded that the rate of change in huipil design in Zinacantdn was likely related to the pace of cultural change broadly in the
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community resulting from interactions between its residents and tourists and relatively frequent travel to a more-urban
environment. Participant observation was an important tool in my research and is central to most ethnographic studies today.

Conversations and Interviews

Another primary technique for gathering ethnographic data is simply talking with people—from casual, unstructured conversations
about ordinary topics to formal scheduled interviews about a particular topic. An important element for successful conversations
and interviews is establishing rapport with informants. Sometimes, engaging in conversation is part of establishing that rapport.
Ethnographers frequently use multiple forms of conversation and interviewing for a single research project based on their particular
needs. They sometimes record the conversations and interviews with an audio recording device but more often they simply engage
in the conversation and then later write down everything they recall about it. Conversations and interviews are an essential part of
most ethnographic research designs because spoken communication is central to humans’ experiences.

Gathering Life Histories

Collecting a personal narrative of someone’s life is a valuable ethnographic technique and is often combined with other techniques.
Life histories provide the context in which culture is experienced and created by individuals and describe how individuals have
reacted, responded, and contributed to changes that occurred during their lives. They also help anthropologists be more aware of
what makes life meaningful to an individual and to focus on the particulars of individual lives, on the tenor of their experiences and
the patterns that are important to them. Researchers often include life histories in their ethnographic texts as a way of intimately
connecting the reader to the lives of the informants.

The Genealogical Method

The genealogical (kinship) method has a long tradition in ethnography. Developed in the early years of anthropological research to
document the family systems of tribal groups, it is still used today to discover connections of kinship, descent, marriage, and the
overall social system. Because kinship and genealogy are so important in many nonindustrial societies, the technique is used to
collect data on important relationships that form the foundation of the society and to trace social relationships more broadly in
communities.

When used by anthropologists, the genealogical method involves using symbols and diagrams to document relationships. Circles
represent women and girls, triangles represent men and boys, and squares represent ambiguous or unknown gender. Equal signs
between individuals represent their union or marriage and vertical lines descending from a union represent parent-child
relationships. The death of an individual and the termination of a marriage are denoted by diagonal lines drawn across the shapes
and equal signs. Kinship charts are diagramed from the perspective of one person who is called the Ego, and all of the relationships
in the chart are based on how the others are related to the Ego. Individuals in a chart are sometimes identified by numbers or
names, and an accompanying list provides more-detailed information.
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Anthropological Kinship Chart Created by one of Katie Nelson’s Cultural Anthropology Students

Key Informants

Within any culture or subculture, there are always particular individuals who are more knowledgeable about the culture than others
and who may have more-detailed or privileged knowledge. Anthropologists conducting ethnographic research in the field often
seek out such cultural specialists to gain a greater understanding of certain issues and to answer questions they otherwise could not

answer. When an anthropologist establishes a rapport with these individuals and begins to rely more on them for information than
on others, the cultural specialists are referred to as key informants or key cultural consultants.
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Key informants can be exceptional assets in the field, allowing the ethnographer to uncover the meanings of behaviors and
practices the researcher cannot otherwise understand. Key informants can also help researchers by directly observing others and
reporting those observations to the researchers, especially in situations in which the researcher is not allowed to be present or when
the researcher’s presence could alter the participants’ behavior. In addition, ethnographers can check information they obtained
from other informants, contextualize it, and review it for accuracy. Having a key informant in the field is like having a research
ally. The relationship can grow and become enormously fruitful.

A famous example of the central role that key informants can play in an ethnographer’s research is a man named Doc in William
Foote Whyte’s Street Corner Society (1943). In the late 1930s, Whyte studied social relations between street gangs and “corner
boys” in a Boston urban slum inhabited by first- and second-generation Italian immigrants. A social worker introduced Whyte to
Doc and the two hit it off. Doc proved instrumental to the success of Whyte’s research. He introduced Whyte to his family and
social group and vouched for him in the tight-knit community, providing access that Whyte could not have gained otherwise.

Field Notes

Field notes are indispensable when conducting ethnographic research. Although making such notes is time-consuming, they form
the primary record of one’s observations. Generally speaking, ethnographers write two kinds of notes: field notes and personal
reflections. Field notes are detailed descriptions of everything the ethnographer observes and experiences. They include specific
details about what happened at the field site, the ethnographer’s sensory impressions, and specific words and phrases used by the
people observed. They also frequently include the content of conversations the ethnographer had and things the ethnographer
overheard others say. Ethnographers also sometimes include their personal reflections on the experience of writing field notes.
Often, brief notes are jotted down in a notebook while the anthropologist is observing and participating in activities. Later, they
expand on those quick notes to make more formal field notes, which may be organized and typed into a report. It is common for
ethnographers to spend several hours a day writing and organizing field notes.

Ethnographers often also keep a personal journal or diary that may include information about their emotions and personal
experiences while conducting research. These personal reflections can be as important as the field notes. Ethnography is not an
objective science. Everything researchers do and experience in the field is filtered through their personal life experiences. Two
ethnographers may experience a situation in the field in different ways and understand the experience differently. For this reason, it
is important for researchers to be aware of their reactions to situations and be mindful of how their life experiences affect their
perceptions. In fact, this sort of reflexive insight can turn out to be a useful data source and analytical tool that improves the
researcher’s understanding.

The work of anthropologist Renato Rosaldo provides a useful example of how anthropologists can use their emotional responses to
fieldwork situations to advance their research. In 1981, Rosaldo and his wife, Michelle, were conducting research among the
Tlongots of Northern Luzon in the Philippines. Rosaldo was studying men in the community who engaged in emotional rampages
in which they violently murdered others by cutting off their heads. Although the practice had been banned by the time Rosaldo
arrived, a longing to continue headhunting remained in the cultural psyche of the community.

Whenever Rosaldo asked a man why he engaged in headhunting, the answer was that rage and grief caused him to kill others. At
the beginning of his fieldwork, Rosaldo felt that the response was overly simplistic and assumed that there had to be more to it than
that. He was frustrated because he could not uncover a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. Then, on October 11, 1981,
Rosaldo’s wife was walking along a ravine when she tripped, lost her footing, and fell 65 feet to her death, leaving Rosaldo a
grieving single father. In his essay “Grief and a Headhunter’s Rage,” Rosaldo later wrote that it was his own struggle with rage as
he grieved for his wife that helped him truly grasp what the Ilongot men meant when they described their grief and rage.

Only a week before completing the initial draft of an earlier version of this introduction, I rediscovered my journal entry, written
some six weeks after Michelle’s death, in which I made a vow to myself about how I would return to writing anthropology, if I ever
did so, by writing Grief and a Headhunter’s Rage . . . My journal went on to reflect more broadly on death, rage, and headhunting
by speaking of my wish for the Ilongot solution; they are much more in touch with reality than Christians. So, I need a place to
carry my anger — and can we say a solution of the imagination is better than theirs? And can we condemn them when we napalm
villages? Is our rationale so much sounder than theirs? All this was written in despair and rage.[”!

Only through the very personal and emotionally devastating experience of losing his wife was Rosaldo able to understand the emic
perspective of the headhunters. The result was an influential and insightful ethnographic account.
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Ethical Guidelines

From the earliest days of anthropology as a discipline, concern about the ethical treatment of people who take part in studies has
been an important consideration. Ethical matters are central to any research project and anthropologists take their ethical
responsibilities particularly seriously. As discussed throughout this chapter, anthropologists are oriented toward developing
empathy for their informants and understanding their cultures and experiences from an emic perspective. Many also have a sense of
personal responsibility for the well-being of the local people with whom they work in the field.

The American Anthropological Association has developed a Code of Ethics that all anthropologists should follow in their work.
Among the many ethical responsibilities outlined in the code, doing no harm, obtaining informed consent, maintaining subjects’
anonymity, and making the results of the research accessible are especially important responsibilities.

Do No Harm

First and foremost, anthropologists must ensure that their involvement with a community does not harm or embarrass their
informants. Researchers must carefully consider any potential harm associated with the research, including legal, emotional,
political, economic, social, and cultural dimensions, and take steps to insulate their informants from such harm. Since it is not
always possible to anticipate every potential repercussion at the outset, anthropologists also must continually monitor their work to
ensure that their research design and methods minimize any risk.

Regrettably, the proscription to do no harm is a deceptively complex requirement. Despite their best efforts, anthropologists have
run into ethical problems in the field. Work by Napoleon Chagnon among an isolated indigenous tribe of the Amazon, the
Yonomami, is a well-known example of ethical problems in anthropological research. In his groundbreaking ethnography
Yanomamé: The Fierce People (1968), Chagnon portrayed the Yanomami as an intensely violent and antagonistic people. The
ethnography was well received initially. However, not long after its publication, controversy erupted. Anthropologists and other
scholars have accused Chagnon of encouraging the violence he documented, staging fights and scenes for documentary films and
fabricating data.

Today, Do No Harm is a central ethical value in anthropology. However, it can be difficult to predict every challenge one may
encounter in the field or after the work is published. Anthropologists must continually reevaluate their research and writing to
ensure that it does not harm the informants or their communities. Before fieldwork begins, researchers from universities, colleges,
and institutions usually must submit their research agendas to an institutional review board (IRB). IRBs review research plans to
ensure that the proposed studies will not harm human subjects. In many cases, the IRB is aware of the unique challenges and
promise of anthropological research and can guide the researcher in eliminating or mitigating potential ethical problems.

Obtain Informed Consent

In addition to taking care to do no harm, anthropologists must obtain informed consent from all of their informants before
conducting any research. Informed consent is the informant’s agreement to take part in the study. Originally developed in the
context of medical and psychological research, this ethical guideline is also relevant to anthropology. Informants must be aware of
who the anthropologist is and the research topic, who is financially and otherwise supporting the research, how the research will be
used, and who will have access to it. Finally, their participation must be optional and not coerced. They should be able to stop
participating at any time and be aware of and comfortable with any risks associated with their participation.

In medical and psychological research settings in the United States, researchers typically obtain informed consent by asking
prospective participants to sign a document that outlines the research and the risks involved in their participation, acknowledging
that they agree to take part. In some anthropological contexts, however, this type of informed consent may not be appropriate.
People may not trust the state, bureaucratic processes, or authority, for example. Asking them to sign a formal legal-looking
document may intimidate them. Likewise, informed consent cannot be obtained with a signed document if many in the community
cannot read. The anthropologist must determine the most appropriate way to obtain informed consent in the context of the
particular research setting.

Maintain Anonymity and Privacy

Another important ethical consideration for anthropologists in the field is ensuring the anonymity and privacy of informants who
need such protection. When I did research among undocumented Mexican immigrant college students, I recognized that my
informants’ legal status put them at considerable risk. I took care to use pseudonyms for all of the informants, even when writing
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field notes. In my writing, I changed the names of the informants’ relatives, friends, schools, and work places to protect them from
being identified. Maintaining privacy and anonymity is an important way for anthropologists to ensure that their involvement does
no harm.

Make Results Accessible

Finally, anthropologists must always make their final research results accessible to their informants and to other researchers. For
informants, a written report in the researcher’s native language may not be the best way to convey the results. Reports can be
translated or the results can be converted into a more accessible format. Examples of creative ways in which anthropologists have
made their results available include establishing accessible databases for their research data, contributing to existing databases,
producing films that portray the results, and developing texts or recommendations that provide tangible assistance to the
informants’ communities. Though it is not always easy to make research results accessible in culturally appropriate ways, it is
essential that others have the opportunity to review and benefit from the research, especially those who participated in its creation.

WRITING ETHNOGRAPHY

Analysis and Interpretation of Research Findings

Once all or most of the fieldwork is complete, ethnographers analyze their data and research findings before beginning to write.
There are many techniques for data analysis from which to choose based on the strategy and goals of the research. Regardless of
the particular technique, data analysis involves a systematic interpretation of what the researcher thinks the data mean. The
ethnographer reviews all of the data collected, synthesizes findings from the review, and integrates those findings with prior studies
on the topic. Once the analysis is complete, the ethnographer is ready to write an account of the fieldwork.

Ethnographic Authority

In recent years, anthropologists have expressed concern about how ethnographies should be written in terms of ethnographic
authority: how ethnographers present themselves and their informants in text. In a nonfiction text, the author is a mediator between
readers and the topic and the text is written to help readers understand an unfamiliar topic. In an ethnography, the topic is people,
and people naturally vary in terms of their thoughts, opinions, beliefs, and perspectives. That is, they have individual voices. In the
past, anthropologists commonly wrote ethnographic accounts as if they possessed the ultimate most complete scientific knowledge
on the topic. Subsequently, anthropologists began to challenge that writing style, particularly when it did not include the voices of
their informants in the text and analysis. Some of this criticism originated with feminist anthropologists who noted that women’s
experiences and perspectives frequently were omitted and misrepresented in this style of writing. Others believed that this style of
writing reinforced existing global power dynamics and privileges afforded to Western anthropologists’ voices as most important.

Polyvocality

In response to criticisms about ethnographic authority, anthropologists have begun to include polyvocality. A polyvocal text is one
in which more than one person’s voice is presented, and its use can range from ensuring that informants’ perspectives are presented
in the text while still writing in the researcher’s voice to including informants’ actual words rather than paraphrasing them and co-
authoring the ethnography with an informant. A good example of polyvocality is anthropologist Ruth Behar’s book Translated
Woman: Crossing the Border with Esperanza’s Story (1993). Behar’s book documents the life story of a Mexican street peddler,
Esperanza Hernandez, and their unique friendship. Large sections of the book are in Esperanza’s own words and discuss issues that
are important to her. Behar also includes pieces of her own life story and an anthropological analysis of Esperanza’s story.

By using polyvocality, researchers can avoid writing from the perspective of the ultimate ethnographic authority. A polyvocal style
also allows readers to be more involved in the text since they have the opportunity to form their own opinions about the
ethnographic data and perhaps even critique the author’s analysis. It also encourages anthropologists to be more transparent when
presenting their methods and data.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is another relatively new approach to ethnographic research and writing. Beginning in the 1960s, social science
researchers began to think more carefully about the effects of their life experiences, status, and roles on their research and analyses.
They began to insert themselves into their texts, including information about their personal experiences, thoughts, and life stories
and to analyze in the accounts how those characteristics affected their research and analysis.
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Adoption of reflexivity is perhaps the most significant change in how ethnography is researched and written in the past 50 years. It
calls on anthropologists to acknowledge that they are part of the world they study and thus can never truly be objective. Reflexivity
has also contributed to anthropologists’ appreciation of the unequal power dynamics of research and the effects those dynamics can
have on the results. Reflexivity reminds the ethnographer that there are multiple ways to interpret any given cultural scenario. By
acknowledging how their backgrounds affect their interpretations, anthropologists can begin to remove themselves from the throne
of ethnographic authority and allow other, less-empowered voices to be heard.

Discussion Questions

1. What is unique about ethnographic fieldwork and how did it emerge as a key strategy in anthropology?

2. How do traditional approaches to ethnographic fieldwork contrast with contemporary approaches?

3. What are some of the contemporary ethnographic fieldwork techniques and perspectives and why are they important to
anthropology?

4. What are some of the ethical considerations in doing anthropological fieldwork and why are they important?

5. How do anthropologists transform their fieldwork data into a story that communicates meaning? How are reflexivity and
polyvocality changing the way anthropologists communicate their work?

GLOSSARY

Contested identity: a dispute within a group about the collective identity or identities of the group.

Cultural relativism: the idea that we should seek to understand another person’s beliefs and behaviors from the perspective of
their own culture and not our own.

Culture: a set of beliefs, practices, and symbols that are learned and shared. Together, they form an all-encompassing, integrated
whole that binds people together and shapes their worldview and lifeways.

Deductive: reasoning from the general to the specific; the inverse of inductive reasoning. Deductive research is more common in
the natural sciences than in anthropology. In a deductive approach, the researcher creates a hypothesis and then designs a study to
prove or disprove the hypothesis. The results of deductive research can be generalizable to other settings.

Diaspora: the scattering of a group of people who have left their original homeland and now live in various locations. Examples of
people living in the diaspora are Salvadorian immigrants in the United States and Europe, Somalian refugees in various countries,
and Jewish people living around the world.

Emic: a description of the studied culture from the perspective of a member of the culture or insider.

Ethnocentrism: the tendency to view one’s own culture as most important and correct and as the stick by which to measure all
other cultures.

Ethnography: the in-depth study of the everyday practices and lives of a people.

Etic: a description of the studied culture from the perspective of an observer or outsider.

Indigenous: people who have continually lived in a particular location for a long period of time (prior to the arrival of others) or
who have historical ties to a location and who are culturally distinct from the dominant population surrounding them. Other terms
used to refer to indigenous people are aboriginal, native, original, first nation, and first people. Some examples of indigenous
people are Native Americans of North America, Australian Aborigines, and the Berber (or Amazigh) of North Africa.

Inductive: a type of reasoning that uses specific information to draw general conclusions. In an inductive approach, the researcher
seeks to collect evidence without trying to definitively prove or disprove a hypothesis. The researcher usually first spends time in
the field to become familiar with the people before identifying a hypothesis or research question. Inductive research usually is not
generalizable to other settings.

Key Informants: individuals who are more knowledgeable about their culture than others and who are particularly helpful to the
anthropologist.

Kinship: blood ties, common ancestry, and social relationships that form families within human groups.

Land tenure: how property rights to land are allocated within societies, including how permissions are granted to access, use,
control, and transfer land.

Noble savage: an inaccurate way of portraying indigenous groups or minority cultures as innocent, childlike, or uncorrupted by the

negative characteristics of “civilization.”

Participant observation: a type of observation in which the anthropologist observes while participating in the same activities in
which her informants are engaged.

Qualitative: anthropological research designed to gain an in-depth, contextualized understanding of human behavior.
Quantitative: anthropological research that uses statistical, mathematical, and/or numerical data to study human behavior.
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Remittances: money that migrants laboring outside of the region or country send back to their hometowns and families. In
Mexico, remittances make up a substantial share of the total income of some towns’ populations.

Thick description: a term coined by anthropologist Clifford Geertz in his 1973 book The Interpretation of Cultures to describe a
detailed description of the studied group that not only explains the behavior or cultural event in question but also the context in
which it occurs and anthropological interpretations of it.

Undocumented: the preferred term for immigrants who live in a country without formal authorization from the state.
Undocumented refers to the fact that these people lack the official documents that would legally permit them to reside in the
country. Other terms such as illegal immigrant and illegal alien are often used to refer to this population. Anthropologists consider
those terms to be discriminatory and dehumanizing. The word undocumented acknowledges the human dignity and cultural and
political ties immigrants have developed in their country of residence despite their inability to establish formal residence
permissions.
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LibreTexts-
3: Race and Ethnicity

4) Learning Objectives

o Define the term reification and explain how the concept of race has been reified throughout history.

o Explain why a biological basis for human race categories does not exist.

o Discuss what anthropologists mean when they say that race is a socially constructed concept and explain how race has been
socially constructed in the United States and Brazil.

o Identify what is meant by racial formation, hypodescent, and the one-drop rule.

o Describe how ethnicity is different from race, how ethnic groups are different from racial groups, and what is meant by
symbolic ethnicity.

e Summarize the history of immigration to the United States, explaining how different waves of immigrant groups have been
perceived as racially different and have shifted popular understandings of “race.”

e Analyze ways in which the racial and ethnic compositions of professional sports have shifted over time and how those
shifts resulted from changing social and cultural circumstances that drew new groups into sports.

Suppose someone asked you the following open-ended questions: How would you define the word race as it applies to groups of
human beings? How many human races are there and what are they? For each of the races you identify, what are the important or
key criteria that distinguish each group (what characteristics or features are unique to each group that differentiate it from the
others)? Discussions about race and racism are often highly emotional and encompass a wide range of emotions, including
discomfort, fear, defensiveness, anger, and insecurity—why is this such an emotional topic in society and why do you think it is so
difficult for individuals to discuss race dispassionately?

How would you respond to these questions? I pose these thought-provoking questions to students enrolled in my Introduction to
Cultural Anthropology course just before we begin the unit on race and ethnicity in a worksheet and ask them to answer each
question fully to the best of their ability without doing any outside research. At the next class, I assign the students to small groups
of five to eight depending on the size of the class and give them a few minutes to share their responses to the questions with one
another. We then collectively discuss their responses as a class. Their responses are often very interesting and quite revealing and
generate memorable classroom dialogues.

“‘DUDE, WHAT ARE YOU?!”

Ordinarily, students select a college major or minor by carefully considering their personal interests, particular subjects that pique
their curiosity, and fields they feel would be a good basis for future professional careers. Technically, my decision to major in
anthropology and later earn a master’s degree and doctorate in anthropology was mine alone, but I tell my friends and students,
only partly as a joke, that my choice of major was made for me to some degree by people I encountered as a child, teenager, and
young adult. Since middle school, I had noticed that many people—complete strangers, classmates, coworkers, and friends—
seemed to find my physical appearance confusing or abnormal, often leading them to ask me questions like “What are you?” and
“What’s your race?” Others simply assumed my heritage as if it was self-evident and easily defined and then interacted with me
according to their conclusions.
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Figure 1: The Common Threads mural at Broad and Spring Garden Streets in Philadelphia, PA highlights the cultural diversity of

the city.
These subjective determinations varied wildly from person to person and from situation to situation. I distinctly recall, for example,
an incident in a souvenir shop at the beach in Ocean City, Maryland, shortly after I graduated from high school. A middle-aged
merchant attempted to persuade me to purchase a T-shirt that boldly declared “100% Italian . . . and Proud of It!” with bubbled
letters that spelled “Italian” shaded green, white, and red. Despite my repeated efforts to convince the merchant that I was not of
Italian ethnic heritage, he refused to believe me. On another occasion during my mid-twenties while I was studying for my doctoral
degree at Temple University, I was walking down Diamond Street in North Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, passing through a
predominantly African American neighborhood. As I passed a group of six male teenagers socializing on the steps of a row house,
one of them shouted “Hey, honky! What are you doing in this neighborhood?” Somewhat startled at being labeled a “honky,”
(something I had never been called before), I looked at the group and erupted in laughter, which produced looks of surprise and
disbelief in return. As I proceeded to walk a few more blocks and reached the predominantly Puerto Rican neighborhood of Lower
Kensington, three young women flirtatiously addressed me as papi (an affectionate Spanish slang term for man). My
transformation from “honky” to “papi” in a span of ten minutes spoke volumes about my life history and social experiences—and
sparked my interest in cultural and physical anthropology.

Throughout my life, my physical appearance has provided me with countless unique and memorable experiences that have
emphasized the significance of race and ethnicity as socially constructed concepts in America and other societies. My fascination
with this subject is therefore both personal and professional; a lifetime of questions and assumptions from others regarding my
racial and ethnic background have cultivated my interest in these topics. I noticed that my perceived race or ethnicity, much like
beauty, rested in the eye of the beholder as individuals in different regions of the country (and outside of the United States) often
perceived me as having different specific heritages. For example, as a teenager living in York County, Pennsylvania, senior citizens
and middle-aged individuals usually assumed I was “white”, while younger residents often saw me as “Puerto Rican” or
generically “Hispanic” or “Latino.” When I lived in Philadelphia, locals mostly assumed I was “Italian American,” but many
Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, and Dominicans, in the City of Brotherly Love often took me for either “Puerto Rican” or “Cuban.”

My experiences in the southwest were a different matter altogether. During my time in Texas, New Mexico, and Colorado, local
residents—regardless of their respective heritages—commonly assumed I was of Mexican descent. At times, local Mexican
Americans addressed me as carnal (pronounced CAR-nowl), a term often used to imply a strong sense of community among
Mexican American men that is somewhat akin to frequent use of the label “brother” among African American men. On more
occasions than I can count, people assumed that I spoke Spanish. Once, in Los Angeles, someone from the Spanish-language
television network Univision attempted to interview me about my thoughts on an immigration bill pending in the California
legislature. My West Coast friends and professional colleagues were surprised to hear that I was usually assumed to be Puerto
Rican, Italian, or simply “white” on the East Coast, and one of my closest friends from graduate school—a Mexican American
woman from northern California—once memorably stated that she would not “even assume” that I was “half white.”
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I have a rather ambiguous physical appearance—a shaved head, brown eyes, and a black mustache and goatee. Depending on who
one asks, I have either a “pasty white” or “somewhat olive” complexion, and my last name is often the single biggest factor that
leads people on the East Coast to conclude that I am Puerto Rican. My experiences are examples of what sociologists Michael Omi
and Howard Winant (1986) referred to as “racial commonsense”—a deeply entrenched social belief that another person’s racial or
ethnic background is obvious and easily determined from brief glances and can be used to predict a person’s culture, behavior, and
personality. Reality, of course, is far more complex. One’s racial or ethnic background cannot necessarily be accurately determined
based on physical appearance alone, and an individual’s “race” does not necessarily determine his or her “culture,” which in turn
does not determine “personality.” Yet, these perceptions remain.

IS ANTHROPOLOGY THE “SCIENCE OF RACE?”

Anthropology was sometimes referred to as the “science of race” during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when physical
anthropologists sought a biological basis for categorizing humans into racial types.l!l Since World War II, important research by
anthropologists has revealed that racial categories are socially and culturally defined concepts and that racial labels and their
definitions vary widely around the world. In other words, different countries have different racial categories, and different ways of
classifying their citizens into these categories.l2l At the same time, significant genetic studies conducted by physical
anthropologists since the 1970s have revealed that biologically distinct human races do not exist. Certainly, humans vary in terms
of physical and genetic characteristics such as skin color, hair texture, and eye shape, but those variations cannot be used as criteria
to biologically classify racial groups with scientific accuracy. Let us turn our attention to understanding why humans cannot be
scientifically divided into biologically distinct races.

Race: A Discredited Concept in Human Biology

At some point in your life, you have probably been asked to identify your race on a college form, job application, government or
military form, or some other official document. And most likely, you were required to select from a list of choices rather than given
the ability to respond freely. The frequency with which we are exposed to four or five common racial labels—“white,” “black,”
“Caucasian,” and “Asian,” for example—tends to promote the illusion that racial categories are natural, objective, and evident
divisions. After all, if Justin Timberlake, Jay-Z, and Jackie Chan stood side by side, those common racial labels might seem to
make sense. What could be more objective, more conclusive, than this evidence before our very eyes? By this point, you might be
thinking that anthropologists have gone completely insane in denying biological human races!

Physical anthropologists have identified several important concepts regarding the true nature of humans’ physical, genetic, and
biological variation that have discredited race as a biological concept. Many of the issues presented in this section are discussed in
further detail in Race: Are We So Different, a website created by the American Anthropological Association. The American
Anthropological Association (AAA) launched the website to educate the public about the true nature of human biological and
cultural variation and challenge common misperceptions about race. This is an important endeavor because race is a complicated,
often emotionally charged topic, leading many people to rely on their personal opinions and hearsay when drawing conclusions
about people who are different from them. The website is highly interactive, featuring multimedia illustrations and online quizzes
designed to increase visitors’ knowledge of human variation. I encourage you to explore the website as you will likely find answers
to several of the questions you may still be asking after reading this chapter.")

Before explaining why distinct biological races do not exist among humans, I must point out that one of the biggest reasons so
many people continue to believe in the existence of biological human races is that the idea has been intensively reified in literature,
the media, and culture for more than three hundred years. Reification refers to the process in which an inaccurate concept or idea is
so heavily promoted and circulated among people that it begins to take on a life of its own. Over centuries, the notion of biological
human races became ingrained—unquestioned, accepted, and regarded as a concrete “truth.” Studies of human physical and
cultural variation from a scientific and anthropological perspective have allowed us to move beyond reified thinking and toward an
improved understanding of the true complexity of human diversity.

The reification of race has a long history. Especially during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, philosophers and scholars
attempted to identify various human races. They perceived “races” as specific divisions of humans who shared certain physical and
biological features that distinguished them from other groups of humans. This historic notion of race may seem clear-cut and
innocent enough, but it quickly led to problems as social theorists attempted to classify people by race. One of the most basic
difficulties was the actual number of human races: how many were there, who were they, and what grounds distinguished them?
Despite more than three centuries of such effort, no clear-cut scientific consensus was established for a precise number of human
races.

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263263


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263263?pdf
http://www.understandingrace.org/

LibreTexts"

Figure 2: In Systema Naturae, Carolus Linnaeus attempted to create a taxonomy for all living things, including people.

One of the earliest and most influential attempts at producing a racial classification system came from Swedish botanist Carolus
Linnaeus, who argued in Systema Naturae (1735) for the existence of four human races: Americanus (Native American / American
Indian), Europaeus (European), Asiaticus (East Asian), and Africanus (African). These categories correspond with common racial
labels used in the United States for census and demographic purposes today. However, in 1795, German physician and
anthropologist Johann Blumenbach suggested that there were five races, which he labeled as Caucasian (white), Mongolian
(vellow or East Asian), Ethiopian (black or African), American (red or American Indian), Malayan (brown or Pacific Islander).
Importantly, Blumenbach listed the races in this exact order, which he believed reflected their natural historical descent from the
“primeval” Caucasian original to “extreme varieties.”! Although he was a committed abolitionist, Blumenbach nevertheless felt
that his “Caucasian” race (named after the Caucasus Mountains of Central Asia, where he believed humans had originated)
represented the original variety of humankind from which the other races had degenerated.

By the early twentieth century, many social philosophers and scholars had accepted the idea of three human races: the so-called
Caucasoid, Negroid, and Mongoloid groups that corresponded with regions of Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, and East Asia,
respectively. However, the three-race theory faced serious criticism given that numerous peoples from several geographic regions
were omitted from the classification, including Australian Aborigines, Asian Indians, American Indians, and inhabitants of the
South Pacific Islands. Those groups could not be easily pigeonholed into racial categories regardless of how loosely the categories
were defined. Australian Aborigines, for example, often have dark complexions (a trait they appeared to share with Africans) but
reddish or blondish hair (a trait shared with northern Europeans). Likewise, many Indians living on the Asian subcontinent have
complexions that are as dark or darker than those of many Africans and African Americans. Because of these seeming
contradictions, some academics began to argue in favor of larger numbers of human races—five, nine, twenty, sixty, and more.!”!

During the 1920s and 1930s, some scholars asserted that Europeans were comprised of more than one “white” or “Caucasian” race:
Nordic, Alpine, and Mediterranean (named for the geographic regions of Europe from which they descended). These European
races, they alleged, exhibited obvious physical traits that distinguished them from one another and thus served as racial boundaries.
For example, “Nordics” were said to consist of peoples of Northern Europe—Scandinavia, the British Isles, and Northern Germany
— while “Alpines” came from the Alps Mountains of Central Europe and included French, Swiss, Northern Italians, and Southern
Germans. People from southern Europe—including Portuguese, Spanish, Southern Italians, Sicilians, Greeks, and Albanians—
comprised the “Mediterranean” race. Most Americans today would find this racial classification system bizarre, but its proponents
argued for it on the basis that one would observe striking physical differences between a Swede or Norwegian and a Sicilian.
Similar efforts were made to “carve up” the populations of Africa and Asia into geographically local, specific races.!®)

The fundamental point here is that any effort to classify human populations into racial categories is inherently arbitrary and
subjective rather than scientific and objective. These racial classification schemes simply reflected their proponents’ desires to
“slice the pie” of human physical variation according to the particular trait(s) they preferred to establish as the major, defining
criteria of their classification system. Two major types of “race classifiers” have emerged over the past 300 years: lumpers and
splitters. Lumpers have classified races by large geographic tracts (often continents) and produced a small number of broad,
general racial categories, as reflected in Linnaeus’s original classification scheme and later three-race theories. Splitters have
subdivided continent-wide racial categories into specific, more localized regional races and attempted to devise more “precise”
racial labels for these specific groups, such as the three European races described earlier. Consequently, splitters have tried to
identify many more human races than lumpers.

Racial labels, whether from a lumper or a splitter model, clearly attempt to identify and describe something. So why do these racial
labels not accurately describe human physical and biological variation? To understand why, we must keep in mind that racial labels
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are distinct, discrete categories while human physical and biological variations (such as skin color, hair color and texture, eye color,
height, nose shape, and distribution of blood types) are continuous rather than discrete.
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Figure 3: The global distribution of Type O blood reflects a clinal pattern.

Physical anthropologists use the term cline to refer to differences in the traits that occur in populations across a geographical area.
In a cline, a trait may be more common in one geographical area than another, but the variation is gradual and continuous with no
sharp breaks. A prominent example of clinal variation among humans is skin color. Think of it this way: Do all “white” persons
who you know actually share the same skin complexion? Likewise, do all “black” persons who you know share an identical skin
complexion? The answer, obviously, is no, since human skin color does not occur in just 3, 5, or even 50 shades. The reality is that
human skin color, as a continuous trait, exists as a spectrum from very light to very dark with every possible hue, shade, and tone in
between.

Imagine two people—one from Sweden and one from Nigeria—standing side by side. If we looked only at those two individuals
and ignored people who inhabit the regions between Sweden and Nigeria, it would be easy to reach the faulty conclusion that they
represented two distinct human racial groups, one light (“white”) and one dark (“black”). /) However, if we walked from Nigeria
to Sweden, we would gain a fuller understanding of human skin color because we would see that skin color generally became
gradually lighter the further north we traveled from the equator. At no point during this imaginary walk would we reach a point at
which the people abruptly changed skin color. As physical anthropologists such as John Relethford (2004) and C. Loring Brace
(2005) have noted, the average range of skin color gradually changes over geographic space. North Africans are generally lighter-
skinned than Central Africans, and southern Europeans are generally lighter-skinned than North Africans. In turn, northern Italians
are generally lighter-skinned than Sicilians, and the Irish, Danes, and Swedes are generally lighter-skinned than northern Italians
and Hungarians. Thus, human skin color cannot be used as a definitive marker of racial boundaries.

There are a few notable exceptions to this general rule of lighter-complexioned people inhabiting northern latitudes. The Chukchi
of Eastern Siberia and Inuits of Alaska, Canada, and Greenland have darker skin than other Eurasian people living at similar
latitudes, such as Scandinavians. Physical anthropologists have explained this exception in terms of the distinct dietary customs of
indigenous Arctic groups, which have traditionally been based on certain native meats and fish that are rich in Vitamin D (polar
bears, whales, seals, and trout).

What does Vitamin D have to do with skin color? The answer is intriguing! Dark skin blocks most of the sun’s dangerous
ultraviolet rays, which is advantageous in tropical environments where sunlight is most intense. Exposure to high levels of
ultraviolet radiation can damage skin cells, causing cancer, and also destroy the body’s supply of folate, a nutrient essential for
reproduction. Folate deficiency in women can cause severe birth defects in their babies. Melanin, the pigment produced in skin
cells, acts as a natural sunblock, protecting skin cells from damage, and preventing the breakdown of folate. However, exposure to
sunlight has an important positive health effect: stimulating the production of vitamin D. Vitamin D is essential for the health of
bones and the immune system. In areas where ultraviolet radiation is strong, there is no problem producing enough Vitamin D,
even as darker skin filters ultraviolet radiation.®!

In environments where the sun’s rays are much less intense, a different problem occurs: not enough sunlight penetrates the skin to
enable the production of Vitamin D. Over the course of human evolution, natural selection favored the evolution of lighter skin as
humans migrated and settled farther from the equator to ensure that weaker rays of sunlight could adequately penetrate our skin.
The diet of indigenous populations of the Arctic region provided sufficient amounts of Vitamin D to ensure their health. This
reduced the selective pressure toward the evolution of lighter skin among the Inuit and the Chukchi. Physical anthropologist Nina
Jablonski (2012) has also noted that natural selection could have favored darker skin in Arctic regions because high levels of
ultraviolet radiation from the sun are reflected from snow and ice during the summer months.
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Still, many people in the United States remain convinced that biologically distinct human races exist and are easy to identify,
declaring that they can walk down any street in the United States and easily determine who is “white” and who is “black.” The
United States was populated historically by immigrants from a small number of world regions who did not reflect the full spectrum
of human physical variation. The earliest settlers in the North American colonies overwhelmingly came from Northern Europe
(particularly, Britain, France, Germany, and Ireland), regions where skin colors tend to be among the lightest in the world. Slaves
brought to the United States during the colonial period came largely from the western coast of Central Africa, a region where skin
color tends to be among the darkest in the world. Consequently, when we look at today’s descendants of these groups, we are not
looking at accurate, proportional representations of the total range of human skin color; instead, we are looking, in effect, at
opposite ends of a spectrum, where striking differences are inevitable. More recent waves of immigrants who have come to the
United States from other world regions have brought a wider range of skin colors, shaping a continuum of skin color that defies
classification into a few simple categories.

Physical anthropologists have also found that there are no specific genetic traits that are exclusive to a “racial” group. For the
concept of human races to have biological significance, an analysis of multiple genetic traits would have to consistently produce
the same racial classifications. In other words, a racial classification scheme for skin color would also have to reflect classifications
by blood type, hair texture, eye shape, lactose intolerance, and other traits often mistakenly assumed to be “racial” characteristics.
An analysis based on any one of those characteristics individually would produce a unique set of racial categories because
variations in human physical and genetic are nonconcordant. Each trait is inherited independently, not “bundled together” with
other traits and inherited as a package. There is no correlation between skin color and other characteristics such as blood type and
lactose intolerance.

A prominent example of nonconcordance is sickle-cell anemia, which people often mistakenly think of as a disease that only
affects Africans, African Americans, and “black” persons. In fact, the sickle-cell allele (the version of the gene that causes sickle-
cell anemia when a person inherits two copies) is relatively common among people whose ancestors are from regions where a
certain strain of malaria, plasmodium falciparum, is prevalent, namely Central and Western Africa and parts of Mediterranean
Europe, the Arabian peninsula, and India. The sickle-cell trait thus is not exclusively African or “black.” The erroneous perceptions
are relatedly primarily to the fact that the ancestors of U.S. African Americans came predominantly from Western Africa, where the
sickle-cell gene is prevalent, and are therefore more recognizable than populations of other ancestries and regions where the sickle-
cell gene is common, such as southern Europe and Arabia.!!

Another trait commonly mistaken as defining race is the epicanthic eye fold typically associated with people of East Asian
ancestry. The epicanthic eye fold at the outer corner of the eyelid produces the eye shape that people in the United States typically
associate with people from China and Japan, but is also common in people from Central Asia, parts of Eastern Europe and
Scandinavia, some American Indian groups, and the Khoi San of southern Africa.
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Figure 4: The ability to digest the lactose found in dairy products is more common in some populations than others.

In college, I took a course titled “Nutrition” because I thought it would be an easy way to boost my grade point average. The
professor of the class, an authoritarian man in his late 60s or early 70s, routinely declared that “Asians can’t drink milk!” When this
assertion was challenged by various students, including a woman who claimed that her best friend was Korean and drank milk and
ate ice cream all the time, the professor only became more strident, doubling down on his dairy diatribe and defiantly vowing that
he would not “ignore the facts” for “purposes of political correctness.” However, it is scientific accuracy, not political correctness,
we should be concerned about, and lactose tolerance is a complex topic. Lactose is a sugar that is naturally present in milk and
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dairy products, and an enzyme, lactase, breaks it down into two simpler sugars that can be digested by the body. Ordinarily, humans
(and other mammals) stop producing lactase after infancy, and approximately 75 percent of humans are thus lactose intolerant and
cannot naturally digest milk. Lactose intolerance is a natural, normal condition. However, some people continue to produce lactase
into adulthood and can naturally digest milk and dairy products. This lactose persistence developed through natural selection,
primarily among people in regions that had long histories of dairy farming (including the Middle East, Northern Europe, Eastern
Europe, East Africa, and Northern India). In other areas and for some groups of people, dairy products were introduced relatively
recently (such as East Asia, Southern Europe, and Western and Southern Africa and among Australian Aborigines and American
Indians) and lactose persistence has not developed yet.[%!

The idea of biological human races emphasizes differences, both real and perceived, between groups and ignores or overlooks
differences within groups. The biological differences between “whites” and “blacks” and between “blacks” and “Asians” are
assumed to be greater than the biological differences among “whites” and among “blacks.” The opposite is actually true; the
overwhelming majority of genetic diversity in humans (88-92 percent) is found within people who live on the same continent.[!]
Also, keep in mind that human beings are one of the most genetically similar of all species. There is nearly six times more genetic
variation among white-tailed deer in the southern United States than in all humans! Consider our closest living relative, the
chimpanzee. Chimpanzees’ natural habitat is confined to central Africa and parts of western Africa, yet four genetically distinct
groups occupy those regions and they are far more genetically distinct than humans who live on different continents. That humans
exhibit such a low level of genetic variation compared to other species reflects the fact that we are a relatively recent species;
modern humans (Homo sapiens) first appeared in East Africa just under 200,000 years ago.[2]

Physical anthropologists today analyze human biological variation by examining specific genetic traits to understand how those
traits originated and evolved over time and why some genetic traits are more common in certain populations. Since much of our
biological diversity occurs mostly within (rather than between) continental regions once believed to be the homelands of distinct
races, the concept of race is meaningless in any study of human biology. Franz Boas, considered the father of modern U.S.
anthropology, was the first prominent anthropologist to challenge racial thinking directly during the early twentieth century. A
professor of anthropology at Columbia University in New York City and a Jewish immigrant from Germany, Boas established
anthropology in the United States as a four-field academic discipline consisting of archaeology, physical/biological anthropology,
cultural anthropology, and linguistics. His approach challenged conventional thinking at the time that humans could be separated
into biological races endowed with unique intellectual, moral, and physical abilities.

In one of his most famous studies, Boas challenged craniometrics, in which the size and shape of skulls of various groups were
measured as a way of assigning relative intelligence and moral behavior. Boas noted that the size and shape of the skull were not
fixed characteristics within groups and were instead influenced by the environment. Children born in the United States to parents of
various immigrant groups, for example, had slightly different average skull shapes than children born and raised in the homelands
of those immigrant groups. The differences reflected relative access to nutrition and other socio-economic dimensions. In his
famous 1909 essay “Race Problems in America,” Boas challenged the commonly held idea that immigrants to the United States
from Italy, Poland, Russia, Greece, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and other southern and eastern European nations were a threat to
America’s “racial purity.” He pointed out that the British, Germans, and Scandinavians (popularly believed at the time to be the
“true white” heritages that gave the United States its superior qualities) were not themselves “racially pure.” Instead, many
different tribal and cultural groups had intermixed over the centuries. [13] In fact, Boas asserted, the notion of “racial purity” was
utter nonsense. As present-day anthropologist Jonathan Marks (1994) noted, “You may group humans into a small number of races
if you want to, but you are denied biology as a support for it.”3]

Race as a Social Concept

Just because the idea of distinct biological human races is not a valid scientific concept does not mean, and should not be
interpreted as implying, that “there is no such thing as race” or that “race isn’t real.” Race is indeed real but it is a concept based on
arbitrary social and cultural definitions rather than biology or science. Thus, racial categories such as “white” and “black” are as
real as categories of “American” and “African.” Many things in the world are real but are not biological. So, while race does not
reflect biological characteristics, it reflects socially constructed concepts defined subjectively by societies to reflect notions of
division that are perceived to be significant. Some sociologists and anthropologists now use the term social races instead, seeking
to emphasize their cultural and arbitrary roots.

Race is most accurately thought of as a socio-historical concept. Michael Omi and Howard Winant noted that “Racial categories
and the meaning of race are given concrete expression by the specific social relations and historical context in which they are
embedded.”4 In other words, racial labels ultimately reflect a society’s social attitudes and cultural beliefs regarding notions of
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group differences. And since racial categories are culturally defined, they can vary from one society to another as well as change
over time within a society. Omi and Winant referred to this as racial formation—“the process by which social, economic, and
political forces determine the content and importance of racial categories.” >

The process of racial formation is vividly illustrated by the idea of “whiteness” in the United States. Over the course of U.S.
history, the concept of “whiteness” expanded to include various immigrant groups that once were targets of racist beliefs and
discrimination. In the mid 1800s, for example, Irish Catholic immigrants faced intense hostility from America’s Anglo-Protestant
mainstream society, and anti-Irish politicians and journalists depicted the Irish as racially different and inferior. Newspaper
cartoons frequently portrayed Irish Catholics in apelike fashion: overweight, knuckle dragging, and brutish. In the early twentieth
century, Italian and Jewish immigrants were typically perceived as racially distinct from America’s Anglo-Protestant “white”
majority as well. They were said to belong to the inferior “Mediterranean” and “Jewish” races. Today, Irish, Italian, and Jewish
Americans are fully considered “white,” and many people find it hard to believe that they once were perceived otherwise. Racial
categories as an aspect of culture are typically learned, internalized, and accepted without question or critical thought in a process
not so different from children learning their native language as they grow up.

A primary contributor to expansion of the definition of “whiteness” in the United States was the rise of many members of those
immigrant groups in social status after World War IL.["®! Hundreds of suburban housing developments were constructed on the edge
of the nation’s major cities during the 1940s and 1950s to accommodate returning soldiers, the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of
1944 offered a series of benefits for military veterans, including free college education or technical training and cost-of-living
stipends funded by the federal government for veterans pursuing higher education. In addition, veterans could obtain guaranteed
low-interest loans for homes and for starting their own farms or businesses. The act was in effect from 1944 through 1956 and was
theoretically available to all military veterans who served at least four months in uniform and were honorably discharged, but the
legislation did not contain anti-discrimination provisions and most African American veterans were denied benefits because private
banks refused to provide the loans and restrictive language by homeowners’ associations prohibited sales of homes to nonwhites.
The male children and grandchildren of European immigrant groups benefited tremendously from the act. They were able to obtain
college educations, formerly available only to the affluent, at no cost, leading to professional white-collar careers, and to purchase
low-cost suburban homes that increased substantially in value over time. The act has been credited, more than anything else, with
creating the modern middle class of U.S. society and transforming the majority of “white” Americans from renters into
homeowners.['”] As the children of Irish, Jewish, Italian, Greek, Anglo-Saxon, and Eastern European parents grew up together in
the suburbs, formed friendships, and dated and married one another, the old social boundaries that defined “whiteness” were
redefined.!8]

Race is a socially constructed concept but it is not a trivial matter. On the contrary, one’s race often has a dramatic impact on
everyday life. In the United States, for example, people often use race—their personal understanding of race—to predict “who” a
person is and “what” a person is like in terms of personality, behavior, and other qualities. Because of this tendency to characterize
others and make assumptions about them, people can be uncomfortable or defensive when they mistake someone’s background or
cannot easily determine “what” someone is, as revealed in statements such as “You don’t look black!” or “You talk like a white
person. Such statements reveal fixed notions about “blackness” and “whiteness” and what members of each race will be like,
reflecting their socially constructed and seemingly “common sense” understanding of the world.

Since the 1990s, scholars and anti-racism activists have discussed “white privilege” as a basic feature of race as a lived experience
in the United States. Peggy McIntosh coined the term in a famous 1988 essay, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible
Knapsack,” in which she identified more than two dozen accumulated unearned benefits and advantages associated with being a
“white” person in the United States. The benefits ranged from relatively minor things, such as knowing that “flesh color” Band-
Aids would match her skin, to major determinants of life experiences and opportunities, such as being assured that she would never
be asked to speak on behalf of her entire race, being able to curse and get angry in public without others assuming she was acting
that way because of her race, and not having to teach her children that police officers and the general public would view them as
suspicious or criminal because of their race. In 2015, MTV aired a documentary on white privilege, simply titled White People, to
raise awareness of this issue among Millennials. In the documentary, young “white” Americans from various geographic, social,
and class backgrounds discussed their experiences with race.

White privilege has gained significant attention and is an important tool for understanding how race is often connected to everyday
experiences and opportunities, but we must remember that no group is homogenous or monolithic. “White” persons receive varying
degrees of privilege and social advantage, and other important characteristics, such as social class, gender, sexual orientation, and
(dis)ability, shape individuals’ overall lives and how they experience society. John Hartigan, an urban anthropologist, has written
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extensively about these characteristics. His Racial Situations: Class Predicaments of Whiteness in Detroit (1999) discusses the
lives of “white” residents in three neighborhoods in Detroit, Michigan, that vary significantly socio-economically—one
impoverished, one working class, and one upper middle class. Hartigan reveals that social class has played a major role in shaping
strikingly different identities among these “white” residents and how, accordingly, social relations between “whites” and “blacks”
in the neighborhoods vary from camaraderie and companionship to conflict.

RACE IN THREE NATIONS: THE UNITED STATES, BRAZIL, AND JAPAN

To better understand how race is constructed around the world, consider how the United States, Brazil, and Japan define racial
categories. In the United States, race has traditionally been rigidly constructed, and Americans have long perceived racial
categories as discrete and mutually exclusive: a person who had one “black” parent and one “white” parent was seen simply as
“black.” The institution of slavery played a major role in defining how the United States has classified people by race through the
one-drop rule, which required that any trace of known or recorded non-European ( “non-white”) ancestry was used to automatically
exclude a person from being classified as “white.” Someone with one “black” grandparent and three “white” grandparents or one
“black” great-grandparent and seven “white” great-grandparents was classified under the one-drop rule simply as “black.” The
original purpose of the one-drop rule was to ensure that children born from sexual unions (some consensual but many forced)
between slave-owner fathers and enslaved women would be born into slave status.9]

Consider President Barack Obama. Obama is of biracial heritage; his mother was “white” of Euro-American descent and his father
was a “black” man from Kenya. The media often refer to Obama simply as “black” or “African American,” such as when he is
referred to as the nation’s “first black President,” and never refer to him as “white.”!2") Whiteness in the United States has long
been understood and legally defined as implying “racial purity” despite the biological absurdity of the notion, and to be considered
“white,” one could have no known ancestors of black, American Indian, Asian, or other “non-white” backgrounds. Cultural
anthropologists also refer to the one-drop rule as hypodescent, a term coined by anthropologist Marvin Harris in the 1960s to refer
to a socially constructed racial classification system in which a person of mixed racial heritage is automatically categorized as a
member of the less (or least) privileged group.!?!!

Another example is birth certificates issued by U.S. hospitals, which, until relatively recently, used a precise formula to determine
the appropriate racial classification for a newborn. If one parent was “white” and the other was “non-white,” the child was
classified as the race of the “non-white” parent; if neither parent was “white,” the child was classified as the race of the father.

Not until very recently have the United States government, the media, and pop culture begun to officially acknowledge and
embrace biracial and multiracial individuals. The 2000 census was the first to allow respondents to identify as more than one race.
Currently, a grassroots movement that is expanding across the United States, led by organizations such as Project RACE
(Reclassify All Children Equally) and Swirl, seeks to raise public awareness of biracial and multiracial people who sometimes still
experience social prejudice for being of mixed race and/or resentment from peers who disapprove of their decision to identify with
all of their backgrounds instead of just one. Prominent biracial and multiracial celebrities such as Tiger Woods, Alicia Keys,
Mariah Carey, Beyoncé Knowles, Bruno Mars, and Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson and the election of Barack Obama have also
prompted people in the United States to reconsider the problematic nature of rigid, discrete racial categories.

In 1977, the U.S. government established five official racial categories under Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Directive
15 that provided a basis for recordkeeping and compiling of statistical information to facilitate collection of demographic
information by the Census Bureau and to ensure compliance with federal civil rights legislation and work-place anti-discrimination
policies. Those categories and their definitions, which are still used today, are (a) “White: a person having origins in any of the
original peoples of Europe, North Africa, or the Middle East;” (b) “Black or African American: a person having origins in any of
the black racial groups of Africa;” (c) “American Indian or Alaskan Native: a person having origins in any of the original peoples
of North and South America (including Central America), and who maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment;” (d)
“Asian: a person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent;” and (e)
“Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: a person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or
the Pacific Islands.” In addition, OMB Directive 15 established Hispanic or Latino as a separate ethnic (not racial) category; on
official documents, individuals are asked to identify their racial background and whether they are of Hispanic/Latino ethnic
heritage. The official definition of Hispanic or Latino is “a person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, South or Central American, or
other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race.”

OMB Directive 15’s terminology and definitions have generated considerable criticism and controversy. The complex fundamental
question is whether such categories are practical and actually reflect how individuals choose to self-identify. Terms such as “non-
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Hispanic white” and “Black Hispanic,” both a result of the directive, are baffling to many people in the United States who perceive
Hispanics/Latinos as a separate group from whites and blacks. Others oppose any governmental attempt to classify people by race,
on both liberal and conservative political grounds. In 1997, the American Anthropological Association unsuccessfully advocated
for a cessation of federal efforts to coercively classify Americans by race, arguing instead that individuals should be given the
opportunity to identify their ethnic and/or national heritages (such as their country or countries of ancestry).

Brazil’s concept of race is much more fluid, flexible, and multifaceted. The differences between Brazil and the United States are
particularly striking because the countries have similar histories. Both nations were born of European colonialism in the New
World, established major plantation economies that relied on large numbers of African slaves, and subsequently experienced large
waves of immigration from around the world (particularly Europe) following the abolition of slavery. Despite those similarities,
significant contrasts in how race is perceived in these two societies persist, which is sometimes summarized in the expression “The
United States has a color line, while Brazil has a color continuum.”?2! In Brazil, races are typically viewed as points on a
continuum in which one gradually blends into another; “white” and “black” are opposite ends of a continuum that incorporates
many intermediate color-based racial labels that have no equivalent in the United States.

The Brazilian term for these categories, which correspond to the concept of race in the United States, is tipos, which directly
translates into Portuguese as “types.”(?3] Rather than describing what is believed to be a person’s biological or genetic ancestry,
tipos describe slight but noticeable differences in physical appearance. Examples include loura, a person with a very fair
complexion, straight blonde hair, and blue or green eyes; sarard, a light-complexioned person with tightly curled blondish or
reddish hair, blue or green eyes, a wide nose, and thick lips; and cabo verde, an individual with dark skin, brown eyes, straight
black hair, a narrow nose, and thin lips. Sociologists and anthropologists have identified more than 125 tipos in Brazil, and small
villages of only 500 people may feature 40 or more depending on how residents describe one another. Some of the labels vary from
region to region, reflecting local cultural differences.

Since Brazilians perceive race based on phenotypes or outward physical appearance rather than as an extension of geographically
based biological and genetic descent, individual members of a family can be seen as different tipos. This may seem bewildering to
those who think of race as a fixed identity inherited from one’s parents even though it is generally acknowledged that family
members often have different physical features, such as sisters who have strikingly different eye colors, hair colors, and/or
complexions. In Brazil, those differences are frequently viewed as significant enough to assign different tipos. Cultural
anthropologist Conrad Phillip Kottak, who conducted ethnographic fieldwork in Brazil, noted that something as minor as a suntan

or sunburn could lead to a person temporarily being described as a different tipo until the effects of the tanning or burning wore off.
[24]

Another major difference in the construction of race in the United States and Brazil is the more fluid and flexible nature of race in
Brazil, which is reflected in a popular Brazilian saying: “Money whitens.” As darker-complexioned individuals increase their social
class status (by, for example, graduating from college and obtaining high-salaried, professional positions), they generally come to
be seen as a somewhat lighter tipo and light-complexioned individuals who become poorer may be viewed as a slightly darker tipo.
In the United States, social class has no bearing on one’s racial designation; a non-white person who achieves upward social
mobility and accrues greater education and wealth may be seen by some as more “socially desirable” because of social class but
does not change racial classification.

Brazil’s Institute of Geography and Statistics established five official racial categories in 1940 to facilitate collection of
demographic information that are still in use today: branco (white), préto (black), pardo (brown), amarelo (yellow), and indigena
(indigenous). These racial categories are similar to the ones established in the United States under OMB Directive 15 and to
Linnaeus’ proposed taxonomy in the 18th century. Pardo is unique to Brazil and denotes a person of both branco and préto
heritage. Many Brazilians object to these government categories and prefer tipos.

The more fluid construction of race in Brazil is accompanied by generally less hostile, more benign social interactions between
people of different colors and complexions, which has contributed to Brazil being seen as a “racial paradise” and a “racial
democracy” rainbow nation free of the harsh prejudices and societal discrimination that has characterized other multiracial nations
such as the United States and South Africa.[?5] The “racial democracy” image has long been embraced by the government and elites
in Brazil as a way to provide the country with a distinct identity in the international community. However, scholars in Brazil and
the United States have questioned the extent to which racial equality exists in Brazil despite the appearance of interracial
congeniality on the surface. Many light-complexioned Brazilians reject the idea that racial discrimination and inequalities persist
and regard such claims as divisive while Afro-Brazilians have drawn attention to these inequalities in recent years.
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Figure 5: A scene from the Black Women’s March against Racism and Violence in Brasilia, Brazil, 2015.

Though Afro-Brazilians comprise approximately half of the country’s population, they have historically accounted for less than 2
percent of all university students, and severe economic disparities between tipos remain prominent in Brazil to this day.!?®! The
majority of the country’s Afro-Brazilians lives in the less-affluent northern region, site of the original sugar cane plantations while
the majority of Brazilians of European descent live in the industrial and considerably wealthier southern region.”””! The favelas
(slums) located on the edge of major cities such as Rio de Janeiro and Sdo Paolo, which often lack electricity or running water, are
inhabited largely by Afro-Brazilians, who are half as likely to have a working toilet in their homes as the overall Brazilian
population.

There are significant economic differences between Brazilians according to their official racial designation. According to
government statistics, prétos have higher unemployment and poverty rates than other groups in Brazil and brancos earn 57 percent
more than prétos for the same occupation. Furthermore, the vast majority of Brazilians in leadership positions in politics, the
military, the media, and education are branco or pardo. Inter-racial marriage occurs more frequently in Brazil than in the United
States, but most of the marriages are between prétos and pardos and not between brancos and either prétos or pardos. Another
significant area of concern centers on brutality and mistreatment of darker-complexioned Brazilians. As a result, some scholars of
race and racism describe Brazil as a prominent example of a pigmentocracy: a society characterized by a strong correlation
between a person’s skin color and their social class.

Afro-Brazilian activism has grown substantially since the 1980s, inspired in part by the successes of the Civil Rights movement in
the United States and by actions taken by the Brazilian government since the early 2000s. One of the Brazilian government’s
strategies has been to implement U.S.-style affirmative action policies in education and employment to increase the number of
Afro-Brazilians in the nation’s professional ranks and decrease the degree of economic disparity. Those efforts sparked an intense
backlash among lighter-complexioned Brazilians and created a complex social and political dilemma: who, exactly, should be
considered “dark/black enough” for inclusion in affirmative action, who makes that decision, and on what grounds will the decision
be based? Many Brazilian families include relatives whose complexions are quite different and the country has clear racial
categories only in terms of its demographic statistics. Nevertheless, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, Brazil’s president from 2003 through
2011, made promotion of greater racial equality a prominent objective of his administration. In addition to supporting affirmative
action policies, Lula appointed four Afro-Brazilians to his cabinet, appointed the first Afro-Brazilian justice to the nation’s supreme
court, and established a government office for promotion of racial equality. These recent developments have led many in Brazil and
elsewhere to reconsider the accuracy of Brazil’s designation as a racial democracy, which has been as a central component of its
national identity for decades.

Scholars mostly agree that race relations are more relaxed and genteel in Brazil than in the United States. They tend to disagree
about why that is the case. Some have suggested that the differences in racial constructions stem from important colonial-era
distinctions that set the tone for years to come. A common expression describing the situation is: “the United States had two British
parents while Brazil had a Portuguese father and an African mother.” British settlers who colonized North America thoroughly
subjugated their slaves, intermarriage was rare, and African cultural influences on mainstream U.S. society were marginalized
compared to British cultural traditions and customs. In Brazil, on the other hand, sexual and marital unions between the Portuguese
settlers, who were overwhelmingly male, and female Africans were common, creating individuals who exhibit a wide range of
physical appearances. Sexual unions certainly occurred in the United States between male European slave masters and female
African slaves, but the one-drop rule ensured that any children born of such unions would be classified as “black” and as slaves. In
Brazil in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the government and the Roman Catholic Church strongly encouraged
European descended men to marry the African and indigenous women they impregnated in order to “whiten” the nation.[*8] The
United States government did not advocate for interracial families and most states had anti-miscegenation laws. The United States
also implemented an official, government-sanctioned system of Jim Crow racial segregation laws in that had no equivalent in
Brazil.
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Figure 6: Jiichirdo Matsumoto, a leader of the Buraku Liberation League.

Japan represents an example of a third way of constructing race that is not associated with Western society or African slavery.
Japanese society is more diverse than many people realize; the number of Korean, Chinese, Indian, and Brazilian immigrants began
to increase in the 1980s, and the number of children who had one Japanese and one non-Japanese parent has increased substantially
since the 1950s, driven in part by children fathered by American military men stationed in Japan. Yet, one segment of Japan’s
population known as the burakumin (formerly called the eta, a word meaning “pure filth”) vividly illustrates the arbitrary nature of
racial categories. Though physically and genetically indistinguishable from other Japanese people, the burakumin are a socially
stigmatized and outcast group. They are descendants of people who worked dirty, low-prestige jobs that involved handling dead
and slaughtered animals during the feudal era of Japan in the 1600s, 1700s, and 1800s. In feudal times, they were forced to live in
communities separated from the rest of society, had to wear a patch of leather on their clothing to symbolize their burakumin status,
and were not permitted to marry non-burakumins.[>”

Japan no longer legally prohibits marriage between burakumin and non-burakumin (today, approximately 75 percent of burakumins
are married to non-burakumins), but prejudices and discrimination persist, particularly among older generations, and the marriages
remain socially stigmatized. Employment for the burakumin remains concentrated in low-paying occupations involving physical
labor despite the relative affluence and advanced education in Japanese society overall. Burakumin earn only about 60 percent of
the national average household income.®®! Stereotypes of the burakumin as unintelligent, lazy, and violent still exist, but
burakumin men account for a significant portion of Japan’s professional athletes in popular sports such as baseball and sumo
wrestling, an interesting pattern that reflects events in the United States, where racially stigmatized groups have long found
relatively abundant opportunities for upward mobility in professional sports.

ETHNICITY AND ETHNIC GROUPS

The terms race and ethnicity are similar and there is a degree of overlap between them. The average person frequently uses the
terms “race” and “ethnicity” interchangeably as synonyms and anthropologists also recognize that race and ethnicity are
overlapping concepts. Both race and ethnic identity draw on an identification with others based on common ancestry and shared
cultural traits.[3 As discussed earlier, a race is a social construction that defines groups of humans based on arbitrary physical
and/or biological traits that are believed to distinguish them from other humans. An ethnic group, on the other hand, claims a
distinct identity based on cultural characteristics and a shared ancestry that are believed to give its members a unique sense of
peoplehood or heritage.

The cultural characteristics used to define ethnic groups vary; they include specific languages spoken, religions practiced, and
distinct patterns of dress, diet, customs, holidays, and other markers of distinction. In some societies, ethnic groups are
geographically concentrated in particular regions, as with the Kurds in Turkey and Iraq and the Basques in northern Spain.

Ethnicity refers to the degree to which a person identifies with and feels an attachment to a particular ethnic group. As a
component of a person’s identity, ethnicity is a fluid, complex phenomenon that is highly variable. Many individuals view their
ethnicity as an important element of their personal and social identity. Numerous psychological, social, and familial factors play a
role in ethnicity, and ethnic identity is most accurately understood as a range or continuum populated by people at every point.
One’s sense of ethnicity can also fluctuate across time. Children of Korean immigrants living in an overwhelmingly white town, for
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example, may choose to self-identify simply as “American” during their middle school and high school years to fit in with their
classmates and then choose to self-identify as “Korean,” “Korean American,” or “Asian American” in college or later in life as
their social settings change or from a desire to connect more strongly with their family history and heritage. Do you consider your
ethnicity an important part of your identity? Why do you feel the way you do?

In the United States, ethnic identity can sometimes be primarily or purely symbolic in nature. Sociologists and anthropologists use
the term symbolic ethnicity to describe limited or occasional displays of ethnic pride and identity that are primarily expressive—
for public display—rather than instrumental as a major component of their daily social lives. Symbolic ethnicity is pervasive in
U.S. society; consider customs such as “Kiss Me, I’'m Irish!” buttons and bumper stickers, Puerto Rican flag necklaces, decals of
the Virgin of Guadalupe, replicas of the Aztec stone calendar, and tattoos of Celtic crosses or of the map of Italy in green, white,
and red stripes. When I was a teenager in the early to mid-1990s, medallions shaped like the African continent became popular
among young African Americans after the release of Spike Lee’s film Malcolm X in 1992 and in response to clothing worn by
socially conscious rappers and rap groups of the era, such as Public Enemy. During that same time, I surprised workers in a pizzeria
in suburban Philadelphia when I asked them, in Spanish, what part of Mexico they came from. They wanted to know how I knew
they were Mexican as they said they usually were presumed to be Italian or Puerto Rican. I replied, “The Virgin of Guadalupe gave
it away!” while pointing to the miniature figurine of the iconic national symbol of Mexico on the counter near the register.

Figure 7: Many people in the United States cherish their ethnic identities and cultural traditions. This Hindu altar is from a home in

San Diego, California.
In the United States, ethnic identity can sometimes be largely symbolic particularly for descendants of the various European
immigrant groups who settled in the United States during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Regardless of whether their
grandparents and great-grandparents migrated from Italy, Ireland, Germany, Poland, Russia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Greece,
Scandinavia, or elsewhere, these third and fourth generation Americans likely do not speak their ancestors’ languages and have lost
most or all of the cultural customs and traditions their ancestors brought to the United States. A few traditions, such as favorite
family recipes or distinct customs associated with the celebration of a holiday, that originated in their homelands may be retained
by family members across generations, reinforcing a sense of ethnic heritage and identity today. More recent immigrants are likely
to retain more of the language and cultural traditions of their countries of origin. Non-European immigrants groups from Asia,
Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, and the Caribbean also experience significant linguistic and cultural losses over
generations, but may also continue to self-identify with their ethnic backgrounds if they do not feel fully incorporated into U.S,
society because they “stick out” physically from Euro-American society and experience prejudice and discrimination.
Psychological, sociological, and anthropological studies have indicated that retaining a strong sense of ethnic pride and
identification is common among ethnic minorities in the United States and other nations as a means of coping with and overcoming
societal bigotry.

While there have been periods of inter-ethnic tension between various European immigrant and ethnic groups in the United States,
such as English-German and Irish-Italian conflicts, the descendants of these groups today have been assimilated, to a very large
degree, into the general racial category of “white.”

Ethnic groups and ethnicity, like race, are socially constructed identities created at particular moments in history under particular
social conditions. The earliest views of ethnicity assumed that people had innate, unchanging ethnic identities and loyalties. In
actuality, ethnic identities shift and are recreated over time and across societies. Anthropologists call this process ethnogenesis—
gradual emergence of a new, distinct ethnic identity in response to changing social circumstances. For example, people whose
ancestors came from what we know as Ireland may identify themselves as Irish Americans and generations of their ancestors as
Irish, but at one time, people living in that part of the world identified themselves as Celtic.

In the United States, ethnogenesis has led to a number of new ethnic identities, including African American, Native American,
American Indian, and Italian American. Slaves brought to America in the colonial period came primarily from Central and Western
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Africa and represented dozens of ethnic heritages, including Yoruba, Igbo, Akan, and Chamba, that had unique languages,
religions, and cultures that were quickly lost because slaves were not permitted to speak their own languages or practice their
customs and religions. Over time, a new unified identity emerged among their descendants. But that identity continues to evolve, as
reflected by the transitions in the label used to identify it: from “colored” (early 1900s) to “Negro” (1930s—1960s) to “Black” (late
1960s to the present) and “African American” (1980s to the present).

A MELTING POT OR A SALAD BOWL?

There is tremendous ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity throughout the United States, largely resulting from a long history and
ongoing identification as a “nation of immigrants™ that attracted millions of newcomers from every continent. Still, elected officials
and residents ardently disagree about how the United States should approach this diversity and incorporate immigrant, ethnic, and
cultural minority groups into the larger framework of American society. The fundamental question is whether cultural minority
groups should be encouraged to forego their ethnic and cultural identities and acculturate to the values, traditions, and customs of
mainstream culture or should be allowed and encouraged to retain key elements of their identities and heritages. This is a highly
emotional question. Matters of cultural identity are often deeply personal and associated with strongly held beliefs about the
defining features of their countries’ national identities. Over the past 400 years, three distinct social philosophies have developed
from efforts to promote national unity and tranquility in societies that have experienced large-scale immigration: assimilation,
multiculturalism, and amalgamation.

Assimilation encourages and may even demand that members of ethnic and immigrant minority groups abandon their native
customs, traditions, languages, and identities as quickly as possible and adopt those of mainstream society—“When in Rome, do as
the Romans do.” Advocates of assimilation generally view a strong sense of national unity based on a shared linguistic and cultural
heritage as the best way to promote a strong national identity and avoid ethnic conflict. They point, for example, to ethnic warfare
and genocide in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s and to recent independence movements by French Canadians
in Quebec and in Scotland as evidence of negative consequences of groups retaining a strong sense of loyalty and identification
with their ethnic or linguistic communities. The “English as the Official Language” movement in the United States is another
example. People are concerned that U.S. unity is weakened by immigrants who do not learn to speak English. In recent years, the
U.S. Census Bureau has identified more than 300 languages spoken in the United States. In 2010, more than 60 million people
representing 21 percent of the total U.S. population spoke a language other than English at home and 38 million of those people
spoke Spanish.

Multiculturalism takes a different view of assimilation, arguing that ethnic and cultural diversity is a positive quality that enriches
a society and encouraging respect for cultural differences. The basic belief behind multiculturalism is that group differences, in and
of themselves, do not spark tension, and society should promote tolerance for differences rather than urging members of immigrant,
ethnic, and cultural minority groups to shed their customs and identities. Vivid examples of multiculturalism can be seen in major
cities across the United States, such as New York, where ethnic neighborhoods such as Chinatown and Little Italy border one
another, and Los Angeles, which features many diverse neighborhoods, including Little Tokyo, Koreatown, Filipinotown, Little
Armenia, and Little Ethiopia. The ultimate objective of multiculturalism is to promote peaceful coexistence while allowing each
ethnic community to preserve its unique heritage and identity. Multiculturalism is the official governmental policy of Canada; it
was codified in 1988 under the Canadian Multiculturalism Act, which declares that “multiculturalism reflects the cultural and racial
diversity of Canadian society and acknowledges the freedom of all members of Canadian society to preserve, enhance, and share
their cultural heritage.”'3?!

Amalgamation promotes hybridization of diverse cultural groups in a multiethnic society. Members of distinct ethnic and cultural
groups freely intermingle, interact, and live among one another with cultural exchanges and, ultimately, inter-ethnic dating and
intermarriage occurring as the social and cultural barriers between groups fade over time. Amalgamation is similar to assimilation
in that a strong, unified national culture is viewed as the desired end result but differs because it represents a more thorough
“melting pot” that blends the various groups in a society (the dominant/mainstream group and minority groups) into a new
hybridized cultural identity rather than expecting minority groups to conform to the majority’s standards.

Debate is ongoing among sociologists, anthropologists, historians, and political pundits regarding the relative merits of each
approach and which, if any, most accurately describes the United States. It is a complex and often contentious question because
people may confuse their personal ideologies (what they think the United States should strive for) with social reality (what actually
occurs). Furthermore, the United States is a large, complex country geographically that is comprised of large urban centers with
millions of residents, moderately populated areas characterized by small towns, and mostly rural communities with only several
hundred or a few thousand inhabitants. The nature of social and cultural life varies significantly with the setting in which it occurs.
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ANTHROPOLOGY MEETS POPULAR CULTURE: SPORTS, RACE/ETHNICITY AND DIVERSITY

Throughout this chapter, I have stated that the concept of race is a socially constructed idea and explained why biologically distinct
human races do not exist. Still, many in the United States cling to a belief in the existence of biological racial groups (regardless of
their racial and ethnic backgrounds). Historically, the nature of popular sports in the United States has been offered as “proof” of
biological differences between races in terms of natural athletic skills and abilities. In this regard, the world of sports has served as
an important social institution in which notions of biological racial differences become reified—mistakenly assumed as objective,
real, and factual. Specifically, many Americans have noted the large numbers of African Americans in Olympic sprinting, the
National Football League (NFL), and the National Basketball Association (NBA) and interpreted their disproportionate number as
perceived “evidence” or “proof” that “blacks” have unique genes, muscles, bone structures, and/or other biological qualities that
make them superior athletes relative to people from other racial backgrounds—that they are “naturally gifted” runners and jumpers
and thus predominate in sports.

This topic sparked intense media attention in 2012 during the lead-up to that year’s Olympics in London. Michael Johnson, a
retired African American track star who won gold medals at the 1992, 1996, and 2000 Summer Olympic Games, declared that
“black” Americans and West Indians (of Jamaican, Trinidadian, Barbadian, and other Caribbean descent) dominated international
sprinting competitions because they possessed a “superior athletic gene” that resulted from slavery: “All my life, I believed I
became an athlete through my own determination, but it’s impossible to think that being descended from slaves hasn’t left an
imprint through the generations . . . slavery has benefited descendants like me. I believe there is a superior athletic gene in us.”!3!
Others have previously expressed similar ideas, such as writer John Entine, who suggested in his book, Taboo: Why Black Athletes
Dominate Sports and Why We’re Afraid to Talk About It (2000), that the brutal nature of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and harsh
conditions of slavery in the Americas produced slaves who could move faster and who had stronger, more durable bodies than the
general population and that those supposedly hardier bodies persisted in today’s African Americans and Afro-Caribbeans, giving
them important athletic advantages over others. In a similar vein, former CBS sportscaster Jimmy “The Greek” Snyder claimed, on
the eve of Super Bowl XXII in 1988, that African Americans comprised the majority of NFL players because they were “bred that
way” during slavery as a form of selective breeding between bigger and stronger slaves much like had been done with racehorses.
Snyder was fired from CBS shortly after amid a tidal wave of controversy and furor. Racial stereotypes regarding perceptions of
innate differences in athletic ability were a major theme in the 1992 comedy film White Men Can’ Jump, which starred Wesley
Snipes and Woody Harrelson as an inter-racial pair of basketball street hustlers.

Despite such beliefs, even among people who otherwise do not harbor racist sentiments, the notion of innate “black” athletic
supremacy is obviously misguided, fallacious, and self-contradictory when we examine the demographic composition of the full
range of sports in the United States rather than focusing solely on a few extremely popular sports that pay high salaries and have
long served as inspiration for upward mobility and fame in a society in which educational and employment opportunities for lower-
income and impoverished minority groups (often concentrated in inner-city communities) have rarely been equivalent to those of
middle-class and affluent “whites” living in small towns and suburban communities. Take the myth that “blacks” have an innately
superior jumping ability. The idea that “white men can’t jump” stems from the relatively small number of white American players
in the NBA and has been reified by the fact that only one “white” player (Brent Barry of the Los Angeles Clippers in 1996) has
ever won the NBA’s annual slam-dunk contest. However, the stereotype would be completely inverted if we look at the
demographic composition and results of high jump competitions. The high jump is arguably a better gauge of leaping ability than a
slam-dunk contest since it requires raising the entire body over a horizontal bar and prohibits extension of the arms overhead, thus
diminishing any potential advantage from height. For decades, both the men’s and the women’s international high jump
competitions have been dominated by white athletes from the United States and Europe. Yet no one attributes their success to
“white racial genes.” American society does not have a generational history of viewing people who are socially identified as
“white” in terms of body type and physical prowess as it does with African Americans.

The same dynamic is at play if we compare basketball with volleyball. Both sports require similar sets of skills, namely, jumping,
speed, agility, endurance, and outstanding hand-eye coordination. Nevertheless, beach volleyball has tended to be dominated by
“white” athletes from the United States, Canada, Australia, and Europe while indoor volleyball is more “racially balanced” (if we
assume that biological human races actually exist) since the powerhouse indoor volleyball nations are the United States, China,
Japan, Brazil, Cuba, and Russia.

Thus, a variety of factors, including cultural affinities and preferences, social access and opportunities, existence of a societal
infrastructure that supports youth participation and development in particular sports, and the degree of prestige assigned to various
sports by nations, cultures, and ethnic communities, all play significant roles in influencing the concentration of social and/or
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ethnic groups in particular sports. It is not a matter of individual or group skills or talents; important socio-economic dimensions
shape who participates in a sport and who excels. Think about a sport in which you have participated or have followed closely.
What social dynamics do you associate with that sport in terms of the gender, race/ethnicity, and social class of the athletes who
predominate in it?

For additional insight into the important role that social dynamics play in shaping the racial/ethnic, social class, and cultural
dimensions of athletes, let us briefly consider three sports: basketball, boxing, and football. While basketball is a national sport
played throughout the United States, it also has long been associated with urban/inner-city environments, and many professional
American basketball players have come from working class and lower-income backgrounds. This trend dates to the 1930s, when
Jewish players and teams dominated professional basketball in the United States. That dominance was commonly explained by the
media in terms of the alleged “scheming,” “flashiness,” and “artful dodging” nature of the “Jewish culture.” In other words, Jews
were believed to have a fundamental talent for hoops that explained their over-representation in the sport. In reality, most Jewish
immigrants in the early twentieth century lived in working class, urban neighborhoods such as New York City, Philadelphia, and
Chicago where basketball was a popular sport in the local social fabric of working-class communities.[34

By 1992, approximately 90 percent of NBA players were African American, and the league’s demographics once again fueled
rumors that a racial/ethnic group was “naturally gifted” in basketball. However, within ten short years, foreign-born players largely
from Eastern European nations such as Lithuania, Germany, Poland, Latvia, Serbia, Croatia, Russia, Ukraine, and Turkey
accounted for nearly 20 percent of the starting line-ups of NBA teams. The first player selected in the 2002 NBA draft was seven-
foot six-inch center Yao Ming, a native of Shanghai, China, and by the early 2000s, the United States had lost some of its
traditional dominance of international basketball as several nations began to catch up because of the tremendous globalization of
basketball’s popularity.

Like basketball, boxing has been an urban sport popular among working-class ethnic groups. During the early twentieth century,
both amateur and professional boxing in the United States were dominated by European immigrant groups, particularly the Irish,
Italians, and Jewish Americans. As with basketball, which inspired the “hoop dreams” of inner-city youths to escape poverty by
reaching the professional ranks, boxing provided sons of lower-income European immigrants with dreams of upward mobility,
fame, and fortune. In fact, it was one of the few American sports that thrived during the Great Depression, attracting a wave of
impoverished young people who saw pugilism as a ticket to financial security. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century,
intra-European ethnic rivalries (Irish vs. Italian, Italian vs. Jewish) were common in U.S. boxing; fighters were seen as quasi-
ambassadors of their respective neighborhoods and ethnic communities.

The demographic composition of boxers began to change in the latter half of the twentieth century when formerly stigmatized and
racialized Eastern European immigrant groups began to be perceived simply as “white” and mainstream. They attained middle-
class status and relocated to the newly established suburbs, and boxing underwent a profound racial and ethnic transition. New
urban minority groups—African Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Mexican Americans who moved into inner-city neighborhoods
vacated by Europeans began to dominate boxing.

Finally, consider football, which has surpassed baseball as the most popular spectator sport in the United States and is popular with
all social classes, races/ethnicities, and regions. Collegiate and professional football rosters are also undergoing a demographic
change; a growing number of current National College Athletic Association and NFL players were born outside the mainland
United States. Since the 1980s, many athletes from American Samoa, a U.S. territory in the South Pacific, have joined U.S. football
teams. A boy in American Samoa is an astounding 56 times more likely to make the NFL than a boy born and raised on the U.S.
mainland!®®! American Samoa’s rapid transformation into a gridiron powerhouse is the result of several inter-related factors that
dramatically increased the appeal of the sport across the tiny island, including the cultural influence of American missionaries who
introduced football. Expanding migration of Samoans to Hawaii and California in recent decades has also fostered their interest in
football, which has trickled back to the South Pacific, and the NFL is working to expand the popularity of football in American
Samoa.®! Similarly, Major League Baseball has been promoting baseball in the Dominican Republic, Korea, and Japan in recent
years.

CONCLUSION

Issues of race, racism, and ethnic relations remain among the most contentious social and political topics in the United States and
throughout the world. Anthropology offers valuable information to the public regarding these issues, as anthropological knowledge
encourages individuals to “think outside the box” about race and ethnicity. This “thinking outside the box” includes understanding
that racial and ethnic categories are socially constructed rather than natural, biological divisions of humankind and realizing that
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the current racial and ethnic categories that exist in the United States today do not necessarily reflect categories used in other
countries. Physical anthropologists, who study human evolution, epidemiology, and genetics, are uniquely qualified to explain why
distinct biological human races do not exist. Nevertheless, race and ethnicity — as social constructs — continue to be used as criteria
for prejudice, discrimination, exclusion, and stereotypes well into the twenty-first century. Cultural anthropologists play a crucial
role in informing the public how the concept of race originated, how racial categories have shifted over time, how race and
ethnicity are constructed differently within various nations across the world, and how the current racial and ethnic categories
utilized in the United States were arbitrarily labeled and defined by the federal government under OMB Directive 15 in 1977.
Understanding the complex nature of clines and continuous biological human variation, along with an awareness of the distinct
ways in which race and ethnicity have been constructed in different nations, enables us to recognize racial and ethnic labels not as
self-evident biological divisions of humans, but instead as socially created categories that vary cross-culturally.

Discussion Questions

1. Garcia describes the reasons that race is considered a “discredited concept in human biology.” Despite this scientific fact, most
people continue to believe that race is “real.” Why do you think race has continued to be an important social reality even after it
has been discredited scientifically?

2. The process of racial formation is different in every society. In the United States, the “one-drop rule” and hypodescent have
historically affected the way people with multiracial backgrounds have been racialized. How have ideas about multiracial
identity been changing in the past few decades? As the number of people who identify as “multiracial” increases, do you think
there will be changes in the way we think about other racial categories?

3. Members of some ethnic groups are able to practice symbolic ethnicity, limited or occasional displays of ethnic pride and
identity. Why can ethnicity be displayed in an optional way while race cannot?

4. There is no scientific evidence supporting the idea that racial or ethnic background provides a biological advantage in sports.
Instead, a variety of social dynamics, including cultural affinities and preferences as well as access and opportunities influence
who will become involved in particular sports. Think about a sport in which you have participated or have followed closely.
What social dynamics do you think are most responsible for affecting the racial, ethnic, gender, or social class composition of
the athletes who participate?

GLOSSARY

Acculturation: loss of a minority group’s cultural distinctiveness in relation to the dominant culture.

Amalgamation: interactions between members of distinct ethnic and cultural groups that reduce barriers between the groups over
time.

Assimilation: pressure placed on minority groups to adopt the customs and traditions of the dominant culture.

Cline: differences in the traits that occur in populations across a geographical area. In a cline, a trait may be more common in one
geographical area than another, but the variation is gradual and continuous, with no sharp breaks.

Ethnic group: people in a society who claim a distinct identity for themselves based on shared cultural characteristics and
ancestry.

Ethnicity: the degree to which a person identifies with and feels an attachment to a particular ethnic group.

Ethnogenesis: gradual emergence of new ethnicities in response to changing social circumstances.

Hypodescent: a racial classification system that assigns a person with mixed racial heritage to the racial category that is considered
least privileged.

Jim Crow: a term used to describe laws passed by state and local governments in the United States during the early twentieth
century to enforce racial segregation of public and private places.

Multiculturalism: maintenance of multiple cultural traditions in a single society.

Nonconcordant: genetic traits that are inherited independently rather than as a package.

One-drop rule: the practice of excluding a person with any non-white ancestry from the white racial category.

Pigmentocracy: a society characterized by strong correlation between a person’s skin color and his or her social class.

Race: an attempt to categorize humans based on observed physical differences.

Racial formation: the process of defining and redefining racial categories in a society.

Reified: the process by which an inaccurate concept or idea is accepted as “truth.”

Socially constructed: a concept developed by society that is maintained over time through social interactions that make the idea
seem “real.”
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Symbolic ethnicity: limited or occasional displays of ethnic pride and identity that are primarily for public display.
Taxonomy: a system of classification.
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4: Public Anthropology

4) Learning Objectives

o Explain how the structure of academic careers, topical specialization, and writing styles contribute to difficulty with
communicating findings from academic anthropology to a wider public.

o Identify examples of anthropological research that has contributed to the public good.

e Define public anthropology and distinguish it from academic anthropology and applied anthropology.

o Assess the factors that contribute to a desire for public engagement in anthropology as well as the obstacles to this
engagement.

o Evaluate the ways in which accountability, transparency, collaboration, and the goal of benefitting others could contribute
to reframing anthropology.

o Discuss actions that can be taken by anthropologists to facilitate social change.

INTRODUCTION

Was Julie Andrews right when (in the Sound of Music) she sang, “Let’s start at the very beginning, a very good place to start?”
Should authors follow her advice in writing textbook chapters by, at the beginning, explaining the organization of the chapter so
readers will know what to expect and be able to follow the chapter’s themes clearly? I cannot sing Do Re Me half as well as Julie
Andrews. But I will try to follow her suggestion.

This chapter begins with an outline of its organization—which topics follow others plus a little “secret.” After this
introduction, the chapter turns to (a) two puzzles stemming from anthropology’s interactions with the broader public. It next (b)
discusses how we might best define public anthropology given that different people interpret it in different ways, especially in
respect to the field’s ambiguous overlapping with applied anthropology. Building on these points, the chapter then turns to (c)
public anthropology’s four main strategies for enhancing the discipline’s credibility with the broader public. The chapter concludes
with (d) a section on facilitating change—guides for those who want to help transform people’s lives for the better. Even without
Julie Andrews singing, I trust this sounds interesting. The chapter asks important questions and offers thoughtful answers
that, I hope, will draw you into reflecting on the challenges public anthropology faces as well as how it seeks to encourage
anthropology to better serve the common good.

Before beginning, however, I should share a secret. You will see throughout this chapter—as in most anthropological articles and
books—a host of references in numbered footnotes. You might ask why anthropologists are intent on citing colleagues extensively,
especially when it is off-putting to students and the broader public. Seeing all the references with only a limited sense of who is
being referred to and what they mean can be intimidating. Anthropologists use these references to show colleagues that they “know
what they are talking about.” It demonstrates that they are familiar with key literature relating to a topic. The citations also serve
another purpose. They reinforce the discipline. The more anthropologists cite each other, the more they convey that anthropology is
an important discipline with important things to say—just look at all the people and articles being cited. But intriguingly, many
anthropologists only discuss the references in passing—usually for a sentence or two—just enough to show they are familiar with
them.

As a result, these citations should be taken with a grain of salt. They involve anthropologists conveying, to each other, their
intellectual mettle, their academic competence. Skip over them if they do not seem interesting. Do not let them intimidate you.
Why do T use them? Simply stated, I am writing not only for you—a student reading this text—but also for colleagues who may
review this chapter as well. They may be interested in exploring further some of the provocative things I say so I need to let them
see my sources.

Why do I bold certain passages? I do this for three reasons.

1. It highlights key points in each section so the chapter is easier for you to read. Either before or after a bolded passage, there is
additional material that amplifies the bolded text. This allows you to separate the key points from additional material that
discusses and/or explains the central points being made.

2. If you are in a rush, you can skim the chapter’s main themes by focusing on the bolded passages. You will get the main ideas
but not the details and explanations that clarify the bolded points.
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3. You can use the bolded passages to review the chapter once you have read it. Go back through the bolded points and see if you
remember the chapter’s key themes. If you come across a point about which you are unclear, simply read the neighboring text to
clarify what the bolded passage is about.

TWO PUZZLES

Turning to the chapter’s key themes, let’s start by exploring two puzzles. The first puzzle: By the time you reach this chapter,
I hope you see how exciting anthropology can be. It deals with all sorts of intriguing questions about the human condition—how
humans and their societies have evolved through time, what life is like in unfamiliar places, what human differences suggest about
our commonalities, and how understanding them may facilitate better human relations. And yet, most of the widely read, popular
books that deal with anthropological issues—books that win prominent prizes and are bestsellers—tend to be written by
non-anthropologists. Why is that?

The second puzzle: Anthropologists have done much good in the world—not only helping to enrich human understanding of our
past and present but also facilitating concrete changes that improve people’s lives. Yet anthropology’s positive efforts have not
often been highlighted in the world’s newspapers or other media outlets. Again, why?

Starting with the first puzzle, why non-anthropologists tend to write the bestselling anthropologically oriented books, let me
offer three examples. Reading this textbook, you can see that books on the evolution of human societies, including how the West
(meaning Western Europe, Canada, and the United States) became more developed than the “Rest” (i.e., non-Western societies), are
standard anthropological fare. Many anthropologists have written about these topics. But only one book has become wildly
popular: Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (1997). The book won the 1998 Pulitzer Prize
for General Non-Fiction, was the subject of a well-received PBS National Geographic special, and remained on the New York Times
bestseller list for almost four years. Diamond studied anthropology as an undergraduate but obtained a doctoral degree in
physiology. Starting out as a professor of physiology at University of California, Los Angeles, he is now a professor of geography.

Katherine Boo’s Behind the Beautiful Forevers: Life, Death, and Hope in a Mumbai Undercity (2012) is an insightful
ethnography of life in an Indian slum. It provides a vivid sense of how people, despite overwhelming difficulties, not only are able
to survive but at times are filled with hope for a better life. In the tradition of the best ethnographies, the book allows readers to
understand and appreciate how the main characters navigate their lives through conditions that might surprise, and perhaps shock,
some. Behind the Beautiful Forevers won the 2012 National Book Award for nonfiction and the Los Angeles Times Book Award
and has been a New York Times bestseller. While Boo spent a number of years studying the people of Annawadi (a Mumbai slum
near the airport), she is not an anthropologist. She is an investigative journalist, formerly of the Washington Post and now a writer
for the New Yorker.

Anne Fadiman’s The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down (1997) is a detailed, extended case study in medical anthropology
that documents the miscommunications that developed between a Laotian refugee Hmong family and the medical staff of a
Merced, California, hospital treating the family’s epileptic daughter, Lia. It offers a nuanced, sensitive ethnographic account of the
problems well-intentioned people face when they talk past one another. As the New Yorker observed, “Fadiman describes with
extraordinary skill the colliding worlds of Western medicine and Hmong culture.”™! The book has received numerous honors,
including the National Book Critics Circle Award for General Nonfiction and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for Current
Interest, and almost one million copies have been sold. (Sales of most anthropology books are around 2,000 copies). Fadiman
refers to anthropologists but is not one herself. When she wrote the book, she was a journalist and editor. She is now a writer in
residence at Yale University.

There is no doubt that anthropologists would like to be read and recognized by audiences beyond the discipline. Such an
accomplishment means more than just selling lots of books; it means having a public impact that stretches beyond the university.

Some anthropologists have been popular authors, most prominently, perhaps, Margaret Mead. Her 1928 book, Coming of Age in
Samoa, which compared sexual experiences of Samoan girls with those of American girls, sold hundreds of thousands of copies.
But such anthropologists are relatively rare today. Clifford Geertz won the National Book Critics Circle Award for Criticism in
1988 and Robert Levy was a finalist for the National Book Award in 1974, but neither book sold particularly well beyond
academia. Recently, another anthropologist, David Kertzer, won the Pulitzer Prize. But his book, The Pope and Mussolini: The
Secret History of Pius XI and the Rise of Fascism in Europe, is, as its subtitle suggests, focused on details of European history, a
topic outside the anthropological mainstream.

My point is this: Few anthropologists writing on anthropological themes today are widely read beyond the discipline. The
anthropology-oriented books that are best sellers and win prominent awards tend to be written by non-anthropologists, and
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when an anthropologist writes an award-winning book, it tends to be on a less-anthropological subject.

What gives? Clearly, anthropologists have the skill and interest to write for the broader public. I suggest, in part, that it is a
matter of priorities. Many anthropologists would enjoy a large, public audience (A survey in the Chronicle Review in 2016
indicated that 83 percent of the Chronicle subscribers sampled believed that academics should do more to shape public debate.)[2]
For most junior professors, however, an even higher priority is promotion and tenure. To achieve these, they must demonstrate to
their faculty review committee that they can produce serious, professional work. A key marker, if not the key marker, of significant
professional work is the degree to which academic colleagues cite one’s publications in their publications. It is often referred to as
an author’s intellectual impact.

While there are other standards for assessing promotion and tenure, committees tend to fall back on cited publications in
assessing a faculty member’s achievements because clear metrics exist for the degree to which colleagues cite one’s work.
All committee members have to do is log on to Google Scholar, for example, and type the individual’s name in quotes. (It also
helps to include the author’s discipline since Google Scholar does not differentiate between two scholars with the same name.)
Until recently, there were no metrics for assessing an author’s citations in the public press. Almost by default, then, anthropologists
seeking promotion needed to demonstrate their competence through academic citation-oriented metrics.

There is also the matter of maintaining appearances. Promotion committees often encourage anthropologists to conform to
certain professional standards. Mary Douglas, a famous British anthropologist, in a book entitled Purity and Danger (1966)
emphasized social structures (including anthropology departments) “are armed with articulate, conscious powers to protect the
system; the inarticulate, unstructured areas . . . provoke others to demand that ambiguity be reduced.”®! For some, seeking to speak
to nonacademic audiences challenges academic practice. It creates ambiguity regarding who anthropologists should be writing for
and to what end. Anthropologists usually need to be of high status to challenge academic practice in this manner safely. (Note that
Margaret Mead, who was world famous, never held a senior academic position at a prominent university though, intriguingly, many
universities asked her to speak at them.)

Moreover, anthropologists tend to focus on fairly specialized topics. In 1980, Eric Wolf wrote a famous editorial in the New
York Times, stating “they divide and subdivide, and call it anthropology.”® He was objecting to anthropology’s tendency to turn
from broad, holistic analyses to more limited, specialized ones. As part of their academic training, anthropologists usually learn to
focus on narrow, specialized subjects. It enhances their status because, with a narrow niched subject, faculty members can be
familiar with most of the associated professional literature. That is more difficult with a broad topic. While the books by Diamond,
Boo, and Fadiman all deal with specialized topics, their authors are masters at showing how their topics fit into broader concerns
that interest a range of readers. Many anthropologists, unfortunately, are not experienced in writing in this manner.

I face this issue as editor of the California Series in Public Anthropology. The series encourages scholars in a number of
disciplines to write about major social concerns in ways that help the broader public understand and address them. Two presidents
(Mikhail Gorbachev and Bill Clinton) and three Nobel laureates (Amartya Sen, Jody Williams, and Mikhail Gorbachev) have
contributed to the series as authors of books or forwards. Given its prestige, many anthropologists are eager to write for the series,
but it is often a struggle for them to write for broad audiences in exciting ways. Given their desire for promotion and tenure, it is
often a bridge too far.

There is another often-unstated reason that I describe later in this chapter but want to briefly touch on here. It relates to cultural
hegemony, a term associated with the Italian Antonio Gramsci. We might define cultural hegemony as the means by which a
dominant group or perspective orders various beliefs, explanations, values, and worldviews so that they seem to be not only the
norm—the expected way to behave—but also justify the status quo as natural and beneficial, thereby leaving the dominant group in
control. One might describe it as a means of dominating without having to apply overt power or violence.

We can see this in the New York Times’ review of Robert and Sarah LeVine’s Do Parents Matter? The book’s theme—that
American parents should be less tense in raising their children—should attract a relatively broad range of readers, which
presumably is why it was reviewed in the New York Times Book Review (2016).1°! The problem is that the LeVines were not able to
step outside of an academic writing style to show the relevance of their ideas to a broad audience. Let me quote from part of the
review:

Firm takeaways . . . are rare, though, peppered inside a dizzying survey of firsthand experiences and other studies: on toilet
training, eating patterns, tantrums . . . It’s not that any one culture has it figured out, but that practices “vary much too widely
across cultures for us to accept uncritically the supposition that the mental health of American children is being put at risk by
‘insensitive’ infant care.’
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... The LeVines have deep understandings of cultural contexts, allowing them to offer how-to-style pieces of advice: Co-
sleeping makes life easier for parents and does not inhibit child development; a “skin-to-skin style of infant care” can foster
more compliant children. But a combination of endlessly complicated cultural contexts and the limits of in-field research
make these conclusions less than useful for Western readers. Toilet training is easier when conducted outdoors or on dirt
floors. Compliance is more achievable when the child is put to work at age 6.

Most frustrating of all: “We don’t have all the evidence needed to settle the question of whether the parental practices
described in this book inflict harm on adult mental health.” Someone should do that research and write a book about it. I
would read it.

The LeVines are senior anthropologists who need not worry about tenure/promotion review committees. Their book addresses a
significant topic. While attempting to write for a wider audience. They were not able to move outside the academic styles of
presentation with which they were familiar and comfortable. Instead, they remained within the cultural hegemonic framings of
anthropology and the academy.

The same pattern can be seen in the rise of internet sites associated with anthropoloegy. In principle, the changing media
landscape should widen readers’ interests, presenting them with a rich wealth of information. But more frequently than not, readers
focus on websites that fit their existing interests and often remain within their own intellectual “bubbles.” One sees this with
anthropological efforts to reach a broader public with websites such as Sapiens and Anthro{dendum}, which seek to make
anthropological insights available to a wide audience. But the way they frame the issues, choose topics to cover, and present the
information limit their readership.

In brief, despite a desire to reach wider audiences, we see the difficulty even senior anthropologists have in escaping the hegemonic
frameworks of their discipline and academia. They are uneasy operating too far outside their comfort zones, too far outside the
frameworks they have grown accustomed to as scholars.

Let’s turn to the second puzzle—why anthropologists tend not to be more recognized for helping others and nourishing the
common good. Again, we will consider three examples. The first concerns individuals faced with arbitrary bureaucratic demands.
In 1978, six elderly Native American women from the Bannock and Shoshoni tribes in Idaho were accused by a local social
services agency of fraud and required to pay $2,000 each in restitution. The fraud accusation was based on the belief that these
women had misled the U.S. government about their incomes and, hence, their eligibility for Supplementary Security Income
support. Anthropologist Barbara Joans acted as an expert witness for the women in court. She emphasized that the women had an
imperfect grasp of English and, as a result, a limited understanding of government regulations. Joans “concluded that the social
services personnel and the Indian women were operating at different levels of English and cultural understanding . . .
[consequently] the women would not have been able to comprehend what was expected of them.”®! The judge agreed with Joans’
conclusion and decided that, henceforth, “social services personnel would have to use an interpreter when they went to the
reservation to explain programs and their requirements.”!”) The women did not lose their government benefits.

The second example involves a study of a government program—the Experimental Technology Incentive Program (ETIP) set up
by the U.S. Department of Commercel®! that sought to stimulate innovation among American companies. Gerald Britain, an
anthropologist, spent more than two years observing the program and provided an in-depth evaluation of its effectiveness. Britain
suggested that, despite its good intentions, the program was caught in a structural bind. Companies had little incentive to follow
through on the program’s suggestions and had their own priorities. Moreover, the program had a high rate of staff turnover, which
meant that its projects were often erratically supervised. What ultimately proved the program’s undoing was its inability to spend
all of the funds allocated to it. Its surplus of roughly $2 million brought the program to the notice of prominent administrators, and,
after a brief investigation, the Commerce Department terminated the program. Through his fieldwork, Britain was able to explain
why a government program might fail despite its value and good intentions.

The third example concerns the Vicos Project, which is often praised within the discipline as an important effort by anthropologists
to assist with third world development. In 1952, guided by Alan Holmberg, Cornell University leased “Vicos,” a Peruvian highland
hacienda (farm) with roughly 1,800 Quechua-speaking residents, to conduct agricultural experiments. “Between 1952 and 1957
Holmberg, with colleagues and students, initiated a set of social, economic, and agrarian changes . . . By the end of a second lease
in 1962, sufficient political pressure had been brought to bear . . . to force the sale of Vicos to its people.”! Despite this positive
result, some have challenged the project’s overall success. According to Paul Doughty, who participated in the project and revisited
Vicos years later, “In the decades since the end of the project [officially in 1966], the community experienced numerous successes
as well as failures as an independent community. Its attempts to diversify the economic base were often thwarted [by others] and
the farming enterprise was affected by plant diseases [and] bad market prices . . . For several years from 1974-80, self-serving
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government manipulations left the people in the community confused, corrupted their leadership, and eroded their confidence.’
Still, Doughty concluded that the Vicosinos had “altered their society from one of denigrated serfdom and subordination to become

an autonomous community of Quechua highlanders fending for themselves on a par with others in Peru’s complex and uncertain
»[11]

»[10]

milieu.

Many other examples like these demonstrate anthropology’s ability to empower people and facilitate good, but they often go
unnoticed by the broader public. Why? Let me suggest four reasons. You are welcome to add others.

First is the complexity of change. Consider the U.S. Civil Rights Movement. It led to two major laws that have helped transform
American society: the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. They were a long time coming—a century, in
fact, after passage of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865 (formally ending slavery). It is difficult to pinpoint one event that led to
their passage. Part of the impetus for the Voting Rights Act stemmed from the violence faced by black marchers, including Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr., in Selma. Without the organizing of Dr. King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC),
the actions of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the rise of television that allowed millions to witness the violence of Selma, the political skills of
President Lyndon Johnson, and a coalition of liberal Democratic and Republican legislators, the bills would never have passed.
With so many involved, it is hard to specify one event or person that was the tipping point that led to their passage.

Anthropologists played a role in the Civil Rights Movement. Before World War II, Franz Boas and Margaret Mead emphasized that
changing social environments could lead to significant behavioral changes. In 1939, Hortense Powdermaker wrote an insightful
ethnography of black life in Mississippi that dealt with economic and political barriers that limited black success. Even though
Boas, Mead, and Powdermaker helped develop the intellectual framework for the 1964 and 1965 laws, they are rarely mentioned in
relation to the Civil Rights Movement because they were not directly involved in the events that led to the bills’ passage.

A second factor was noted by Shirley Fiske, who described anthropologists as frequently working from the bottom up.
Anthropologists are not highlighted as key change agents because they do their work away from the political spotlight, slowly
chipping away at the problem. Regarding anthropological work on climate change, Fiske writes:

Anthropologists have been involved at every step, from the formation of interagency committees in the 1990s, to membership on
the National Academy of Sciences studies, to contemporary efforts to insert the social and power dimensions into concepts like
“vulnerability assessment” that are building blocks of the National Climate Assessments required by statute. It is not just one
person, but the continuing insertion of the “bottom up” approach.['?)

Anthropologists often provide important data regarding what happens “on the ground,” but those who actually make changes
usually get the credit. In terms of the 1964 and 1965 laws, the spotlight was focused on the major political figures involved—
Martin Luther King and President Lyndon Johnson.

A third factor relates to anthropologists working in “third world” settings studying the less powerful on the margins of Western
society. President Obama’s mother, Ann Dunham, was an anthropologist who conducted valuable fieldwork in Indonesia, but to the
broader public, the main value of her work was that she took her son along with her, broadening his international perspective.
Helping six elderly Bannock and Shoshoni women is valuable. The Vicosinos who gained control over their land appreciated
Cornell’s efforts. But such efforts usually do not draw much attention outside of anthropology.

Fourth, given the everyday onrush of information, references to anthropologists in the news media rapidly fade from the spotlight.
Ann Kingsolver, an anthropologist at University of Kentucky, was cited in an Economist article on Appalachia in 2015, but the
Economist provided its readers with many other articles on the United States as well. With a host of new articles the following
week, she became just one voice among many for the month.[*%]

For this situation to change, anthropologists need to demonstrate the good they do on an ongoing basis. Presently, the benefits they
bring appear to be episodic—a bit here, a bit there. For the public to take greater notice, the discipline as a whole rather than a few
individuals must consistently demonstrate how anthropology nourishes the common good. Sadly, it does not do that yet.

I hope that the preceding discussion has helped to unravel the two noted puzzles—why the most popular anthropological works
today tend to be written by non-anthropologists and why anthropological efforts to do good are often less recognized by the broader
public than they might be. Many anthropologists wish to be publicly recognized outside the discipline, but both overt and covert
frameworks reinforce the status quo. Facilitating change will involve refocusing the discipline away from the specialized interests
and academic priorities that dominate it now and toward work that directly benefits society more broadly, that serves the common
good.
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I make this point about structural constraints and hegemonic frameworks before defining public anthropology for an important
reason. While anthropologists are often eager to push their ideas and deeds out to the broader public, they tend to pass over the
need to address the subtle but significant covert obstacles they face.

In the next section, you will see how different anthropologists perceive public anthropology and how concern for public
engagement has varied over time. I leave the tricky part—how anthropologists might overcome the structural constraints limiting
public engagement—until later.

DEFINING PUBLIC ANTHROPOLOGY

Let me offer a brief definition of public anthropology: Public anthropology focuses on the interface between anthropology as an
academic discipline and the broader public that supports and, ideally, finds much value in it. This works as a definition you can
recite to others. It emphasizes the role the public plays in supporting anthropology as well as that anthropology is not an academic
island unto itself. Still, it does not address certain subtleties.

Public anthropology has gone from a term I created in the 1990s as a name for the California Series I edit to a term that now has
more than 100,000 links in Google Search. I coined the term because it represented a goal of the series: addressing public problems
in public ways. Public, in this sense, contrasted with academic styles of presentation. As phrased in the front matter of early books
in the series, “the California Series in Public Anthropology emphasizes the anthropologist’s role as an engaged intellectual. Tt
continues anthropology’s commitment to being an ethnographic witness, to describing in human terms how life is lived beyond the
borders of many readers’ experiences. But it also adds a commitment through ethnography to reframing the terms of public debate
—transforming received, accepted understandings of social issues with new insights, new framings.”!*!

Public anthropology has taken on added significance since the series began. It has become an institutionalized part of the discipline.
There is an Institute of Public Anthropology at California State University Fresno, a public anthropology lecture series at
University of Waterloo, a public anthropology post-doctoral fellowship at the Field Museum, a master’s program in public
anthropology at American University, a faculty focus in public anthropology at Tufts University, a public anthropology review
section and a public anthropology editor at American Anthropologist, a master’s degree in public issue anthropology at University
of Guelph, a doctoral program in antropologia de orientacién publica at Universidad Autonoma de Madrid in Spain, and a public
anthropology category for posts at Savage Minds. Courses dealing with public anthropology are taught at a number of North
American schools.

Different groups use the term in somewhat different ways. In the master’s program in public anthropology at American University,
for example, students “explore the workings of culture, power, and history in everyday life and acquire skills in critical inquiry,
problem solving, and public communication.” A Tufts University web page states that “Public anthropology includes both civic
engagement and public scholarship . . . in which we address audiences beyond academia. It is a publicly engaged anthropology at
the intersection of theory and practice, of intellectual and ethical concerns, of the global and the local.” The Public Issue
Anthropology program at University of Guelph explores “the interface between anthropological knowledge and issues crucial to
governance, public discourse, livelihoods, [and] civil society.” The American Anthropologist’s review section highlights
“anthropology of general interest to a wide audience” (an earlier version of the section’s purpose suggested its articles were aimed
at nonacademic audiences).

In recent decades, other terms have arisen that cover some of the same intellectual territory. Let me offer a sampling. Thomas
Hylland Erikson stated that “Engaging Anthropology takes an unflinching look at why the discipline has not gained the popularity
and respect it deserves.”[15] Kay Warren wrote, in an article entitled “Perils and Promises of Engaged Anthropology,” that
engagement involves “investigations that consider such issues as social justice . . . [and] globalization’s impacts.”[*8]Practicing
anthropology works “to understand and help people around the world.” It adds, “we also turn up in places you might not expect to
find us, including the fields of agriculture, computer science, law enforcement forensics, and more.”17)Activist anthropology,
according to the University of Texas Anthropology Department, is “predicated on the idea that we need not choose between first
rate scholarship on the one hand and carefully considered political engagement on the other.” Charles Hale stated that there need
not be a “contradiction between active political commitment to resolving a problem and rigorous scholarly research on that
problem.”[18]

Despite the florescence of terms, public anthropology remains the preferred one. If we use a Google search as a rough standard,
public anthropology (as previously noted) generates more than 100,000 links. There are roughly 38,000 for practicing
anthropology, 10,000 for engaging anthropology, and 4,000 for activist anthropology. Why have these other terms not replaced
public anthropology? I am not sure. But I suspect it derives from the fact that the other terms are not as institutionalized, not as
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embedded in the discipline’s social structures as public anthropology. They are not associated with programs, lecture series, and
book series as public anthropology is.

PUTTING PRESENT CONCERNS IN PERSPECTIVE

It is important to place public anthropology’s current popularity in historical perspective. Readers should note that anthropology
has not always been as isolated from the general public as it seems today. James Frazer’s The Golden Bough, Margaret Mead’s
Coming of Age in Samoa, and Ruth Benedict’s Patterns of Culture engaged a wide range of readers outside the academy in
stimulating and important ways during the first half of the twentieth century. In the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s, anthropologists
often played prominent roles in public arenas. In May 1936, for example, Franz Boas appeared on the cover of Time Magazine,
which referred to Boas’ The Mind of Primitive Man as the “Magna Carta of self-respect” for non-Western peoples. Margaret Mead
was a cultural icon. During the 1950s, she was the most widely known and respected anthropologist in the world. Upon her death in
1978, tributes came not only from the president of the United States but from the secretary-general of the United Nations. In 1979,
she was posthumously awarded the United States’ highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Why did anthropology become less publicly engaged? Basically, an academic trend that had been building since the early 1900s
came to dominate the discipline. By the late 1960s, anthropology had very much embraced the academy (or university), and the
academy had very much embraced anthropology. The founders of anthropology in the mid to late 1800s resided outside
universities, either as private scholars (e.g., Henry Lewis Morgan) or as government employees (e.g., James Mooney and John
Wesley Powell). But with the rise of universities as centers of learning in the late 1800s—for anthropology, it started with Franz
Boas becoming a professor of anthropology in 1899 at Columbia University—more and more anthropologists became associated
with academic settings.

What is striking about anthropology’s early years is how few anthropologists there were. The American Anthropological
Association had 306 members in 1910 and 666 in 1930. “Some elders of our tribe,” George Stocking noted, “can recall an age
when most anthropologists knew each other personally, and [conferences] could be held . . . in one meeting hall of modest size.”!!°!
This meant that anthropologists who wrote books had to write for wider audiences if they wanted anyone to publish them. The
anthropology market was too small to attract major publishers. Here is how Raymond Firth phrased it regarding his ethnography of
Tikopia, a Polynesian island in the South Pacific:

In writing We, The Tikopia . . . T had to cater for a nonspecialist readership . . . in the mid-thirties [1930s], the name Tikopia would
be completely meaningless to the outside world . . . I believe then as now that . . . anthropology by its very nature ought to have a
wider appeal than its tiny specialist market indicated. I had been supported in this view by the enthusiastic response to my public
lectures and broadcasting talks to schools. So I tried to broaden the interest of the material—opening of the book “reads like a
novel” as a friend remarked—without sacrificing the scientific rigor of its exposition.”2"]

A key turning point in this process was the expansion of student enrollments at American universities in the 1960s associated with
the post-World-War-II baby boom. This led to expansion in the number of anthropology departments and, consequently, in student
anthropology majors. This meant teachers no longer had to write primarily for public audiences if they wanted to be published.
They could write their books solely for students taking anthropology courses. This trend continues today with further expansion of
the discipline. The American Anthropological Association now has more than 10,000 members, and academically oriented
publishers find it profitable to focus solely on classroom sales for anthropology books.

Especially striking, relative to Firth’s work in the 1930s, is how anthropologists frame their work today. Current works often
have a “turned inward” quality. Seeking a broader public is less of a priority. As Andrew Abbott noted, “Since professionals draw
their self-esteem more from their own world than from the public’s [today] . . . The front-line service [i.e., engagement with the
public] that is both their fundamental task and their basis for legitimacy becomes the province of low-status colleagues and para-
professionals.”[?1] One sees this in the tendency for large introductory classes to be taught by lower-status adjuncts, for example.
High-status full professors tend to teach small advanced courses in their specialties.

Drawing on Mary Douglas once more, we might frame the effort to keep the broader public at bay—while accepting its funding—
in terms of purity and pollution. Moving beyond the academic pale makes faculty impure—it “pollutes” them (Margaret Mead’s
failure to gain a prominent university position is a prime example). The pure remain comfortably ensconced within anthropology
departments producing work that few read outside the discipline.
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PUBLIC ANTHROPOLOGY'S RELATION TO APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY

A question commonly raised about public anthropology is how it differs from applied anthropology. In answering, let me start with
a personal anecdote. After I coined the term public anthropology, I was under pressure to demarcate how it differed from applied
anthropology, which surprised me. I wondered why various academics felt a need to make a clear delineation between ambiguously
defined fields as if they could differentiate between them as one does with cars (e.g., Fords versus Hondas) or baseball teams (e.g.
the Boston Red Sox versus the New York Yankees). I understand the desire for clarity but personally feel uneasy making precise
delineations between the fields. What follows is a suggestive sense of how they differ—no more.

Perhaps the best way to differentiate public and applied anthropology is by understanding the different contexts in which they
developed. Applied anthropology has its roots in late nineteenth century American and British colonialism. The focus was on
understanding how various indigenous groups lived in order to govern them more effectively. E.E. Evans-Pritchard’s famous
studies of the Nuer, for example, were financed by the British government of Anglo-Egyptian Sudan to understand why the Nuer
were opposing colonial rule. The American Bureau of Ethnology had a similar aim. It sponsored precedent-setting studies by
Cushing, Dorsey, Stevenson, and Mooney to understand the dynamics of certain North American Indian tribes and how they were
changing under American domination.

In 1941, a group of anthropologists formally established the Society for Applied Anthropology “to promote the investigation of the
principles of human behavior and the application of these principles to contemporary issues and problems.” The society’s opening
statement in its journal noted that “Applied Anthropology is designed not only for scientists, but even more for those concerned
with putting plans into operation, administrators, psychiatrists, social workers, and all those who as part of their responsibility have
to take action on problems of human relations.” Today, the society’s website repeats the first sentence (“to promote the
investigation of”) and then continues: “The society is unique among professional associations in membership and purpose,
representing the interests of professionals in a wide range of settings—academia, business, law, health and medicine, government,
etc. The unifying factor is a commitment to making an impact on the quality of life in the world.” In a recent review of the field,
Trotter, Schensul, and Kostick wrote that applied anthropology tended to have a pragmatic, practical orientation motivated by two
concerns: “One is to produce research that has straightforward findings that can be used for direct interventions or implications that
can lead to recommendations for policy change . . . The other is to test and improve anthropological theory through devising
experiments in sociocultural interventions or policy changes.”?%]

Public anthropology grew out of a different context. I coined the term to give an upbeat, positive name to the California book series
I was developing in the late 1990s. Why did I not employ applied anthropology in the series title? Partly because it was already
widely used. I wanted something new, something different, that could catch people’s attention. Another reason was that applied
anthropology no longer had the same innovative “buzz” that it had in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. It had become part of the
established order.

The tension between applied and public anthropology became clear when, soon after publishing an article on public anthropology
in Anthropology News, an applied anthropologist, Merrill Singer, wrote an article entitled “Why I Am Not a Public Anthropologist”
(2000). He offered a two-fold critique of public anthropology: (1) it ignored work applied anthropologists had done to date in this
field and (2) it could lead to a two-tier system in which public anthropologists became the high-status theoreticians while applied
anthropologists became lower-status grunts in charge of addressing concrete, practical problems.[?*! If the author had read what I
had written prior to publishing his piece, he would have seen that I did not mean to disparage applied anthropology. Why, I
wondered, was there not room for both of us—whatever we called ourselves? Certainly there were many people and many
problems needing urgent attention. It puzzled me that some academics wanted to argue over definitions and status given all the
problems of the world.

THE UPS AND DOWNS OF PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Rather than being drawn into what Sigmund Freud called “the narcissism of small differences” (related groups arguing over small
differences to differentiate their identities), I prefer to step back and look at a bigger picture. Since at least the founding of the
Bureau of Ethnology in 1879 under John Wesley Powell, American anthropologists have sought to address the problems of
various groups of people. Prominent in those early years was the work of James Mooney, who described the ghost dance, a
religion sweeping Indian tribes of the American West in 1889 and 1890 in response to American domination. He also provided
vivid details about a cavalry massacre of more than 200 Sioux at Wounded Knee on December 29, 1890. The commitment to
social engagement continued into the twentieth century even as anthropology became institutionalized as an academic field
within universities. Franz Boas was very much an activist. He opposed racist theories popular in the United States and Europe
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during the 1930s. Anthropologists, moreover, were actively involved in the Allied war effort during World War II. The well
regarded anthropologist Cora DuBois served with the Office of Strategic Services, for example. She was awarded the Army’s
Exceptional Civilian Award as well as the Order of the Crown by Thailand.

Margaret Mead noted that anthropologists coming out of the war years realized “their skills could be applied fruitfully to problems
affecting modern societies and the deliberations of national governments and nation states.”?4l One of the highlights of this post-
World-War-1I period was the Coordinated Investigation of Micronesian Anthropology (CIMA), which represented “the largest
research effort in the history of American anthropology” and involved roughly 10 percent of the American anthropological
profession conducting fieldwork for the U.S. Navy in Micronesia (which the Navy had a mandate to administer).[2%] In the 1960s,
anthropologists such as Marvin Harris and Marshall Sahlins played prominent roles in establishing the first “teach-ins”—activist
public discussions held at universities—opposing the Vietham War. They wrote prominent pieces in widely read publications such
as The Nation and Dissent.

In the late 1980s, public engagement was once again popular in the discipline. In 1972, 88 percent of new PhDs were employed in
academic settings and just 12 percent were employed in nonacademic settings. But in 1988, 54 percent were employed in
nonacademic settings.!?®! This change in the job market both symbolized and encouraged increased engagement with those outside
the discipline.

And yet, each time these efforts languished. The efforts of Boas, Harris, and Sahlins are still remembered, but their efforts are
not that frequently emulated today. The CIMA Navy project is a distant memory, known mostly through a book that documented it.
In 1997, 71 percent of new Ph.D.s were hired for academically related positions and 29 percent for nonacademic positions.!”!

TAKING STOCK OF WHERE WE ARE AND WHERE WE ARE HEADING

Let me highlight three summarizing points relating to the preceding sections. First, despite the institutionalized structures and
hegemonic frameworks limiting public outreach (noted in the opening section), public engagement seems to repeatedly return to
excite the discipline. Why? Victor Turner’s concept of anti-structure suggests an answer. Turner highlights “two alternative
‘models’ for human relations. One involves society as a structured, differentiated, and often hierarchical system of politico-legal-
economic positions.”?8! The other, termed anti-structure, opposes society’s formal structures, emphasizing instead alternative, less
conforming orientations. He writes that “there would seem to be—if one can use such a controversial term—a human ‘need’ to
participate in both modalities.”!?®! Public engagement is not precisely the same as Turner’s anti-structure. Still, it emphasizes a
different form of accountability from standard academic practice. It reaches out to others beyond the discipline. It supports a
different style of prose. It focuses on actively addressing the world’s problems.

Since they are ensconced in departmental structures, one might suggest many anthropologists periodically long for greater social
engagement and public recognition. They tire of the narrow, inward-looking academic structures that pervade the discipline. They
reach out, seeking to engage the public on its own terms, not theirs. But their efforts usually do not last—they lack structural
support that would allow them to be more than momentary bursts of enthusiasm. In this context, anthropologists’ attempts are
temporary transformations, momentary defiances, of the established order. With time, anthropologists mostly return to the
professional grind centered on academic standards of accountability and pursuing their separate interests in their separate ways.

Second, applied anthropology has an ambiguous relationship with mainstream academic anthropology. On the one hand, applied
anthropologists might feel proud that they have resisted the academic structures of the discipline—perhaps better than any other
group in the discipline’s history. They now have their own formal society (Society for Applied Anthropology), annual meetings,
and their own journal (Human Organization), and applied anthropology is seen as a major disciplinary subfield (along with cultural
anthropology, archaeology, biological anthropology, and linguistics).

On the other hand, applied anthropology has succeeded by adopting certain academic structures. Despite determined effort to
engage outside the academy, a sizable number of applied anthropologists hold university positions. There are at least two reasons
for this. First, to become a certified applied anthropologist, one needs a graduate degree. The field can only intellectually reproduce
if a sizable number of applied anthropologists remain at universities to train new generations of applied anthropologists. Second,
given that applied anthropology is now very much a part of the discipline, anthropology departments are a prime source of paid
positions so many of the applied anthropologists who attend the society’s annual meeting and publish in its journal are academics.
They give the meeting and journal an academic feel while, at the same time, espousing to be different from mainstream
anthropology.

Third, if public anthropology is not to befall the fate of such trends, it must reflect on how it can reframe certain academic
structures. Might I suggest this brings us back to Julie Andrews? If we want public anthropology to make a difference in people’s

@ 0 @ https//socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263264



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263264?pdf

LibreTexts"

lives, we need to start at the beginning—with the underlying structures of the discipline that repeatedly limit public engagement. To
effectively address public problems, we need to address them on the public’s terms, not our own. That means not simply listing a
set of academic studies that others should attend to and follow—as one might offer to academics. It means rethinking what
anthropology does and how it does it. It is within this context that readers can perceive public anthropology’s revolutionary intent.
Public anthropology seeks to revise key academic structures. It seeks to transform the structures that prevent anthropology from
becoming more interdisciplinary, more publicly engaged, more focused on helping others.

Cultural hegemony, you will recall, is a term associated with Antonio Gramsci, a prominent Italian communist. (He spent more
than ten years in prison because of his opposition to Mussolini and fascism.) In relation to anthropology, cultural hegemony refers
to the themes previously discussed—the focus on publishing academically oriented books that enhance one’s professional career
and the reward system that makes deviance from academic standards dangerous for those who wish to be promoted. The term
refers not only to helping maintain the status quo but to making it seem as if the status quo is a reasonable, appropriate way to
behave. My point is this: If we want to change the discipline and the broader academic structures that support it, we must perceive
the hegemonic constraints that limit social engagement in the discipline.

The question is how to facilitate such change. The following section offers suggestive strategies. With the first two strategies, the
hope is that anthropology can become a more credible discipline in the public’s eyes by improving its accountability standards and
providing greater transparency regarding how certain results are achieved. The third strategy is based on the idea that anthropology
works best when it involves collaboration with others. Anthropologists need to work with other groups, other organizations, to
facilitate significant change. Anthropologists need the power and resources those organizations provide. Addressing the larger
society’s concerns regarding accountability and transparency offers a means by which to reach out to others—since many beyond
academia are interested in facilitating precisely those changes within the academy.

The fourth strategy suggests anthropology can further its credibility by focusing on helping others instead of mainly striving not to
harm them—the discipline’s current ethic. Anthropologists’ efforts to help others have, as previously noted, been well-intended but
episodic. They have occurred irregularly rather than representing a broad disciplinary effort. Anthropologists should strive, as best
they can, to help the people who help them in their research.

Let me share another secret with you. These strategies may be a bit too bold for some anthropologists who, ensconced in traditional
academic ways, have grown comfortable with the status quo. They might long for greater public recognition but are not necessarily
be eager to change. If you are interested in exploring anthropology beyond the introductory level, these strategies offer a way for
you to participate in changing the discipline for the better and, through that change, the broader world as well.

A FRAMEWORK FOR RESHAPING THE DISCIPLINE

This section sets out in detail the four strategies for reframing the discipline. A later section invites you to grapple with ways to
facilitate social change.

(1) Accountability—Moving beyond judging faculty members by the number of academic papers they publish to judging them by
whether what they have written helps others rather than just their careers. Anthropologists tend to assess the intellectual quality of
their colleagues by the published works they produce. According to Deborah Rhode’s In Pursuit of Knowledge: Scholars, Status,
and Academic Culture, “Because academic reputation and rewards are increasingly dependent on publication, faculty have
incentives to churn out tomes that will advance their careers regardless of whether they will also advance knowledge.”l3%] She notes
a report by the Carnegie Foundation that more than a third of faculty members surveyed believed that their published works were
mostly assessed in terms of quantity rather than quality (at schools with doctoral programs, more than 50 percent of the faculty
members held that view).[31]

Instead of focusing on quantitative calculations of accountability, such as publishing a certain number of articles per year (or books
every few years), I suggest that accountability would be better assessed in more pragmatic terms: How socially significant is the
problem being addressed? To what degree does the author successfully address it? What impact does the author’s published work
about this problem have outside the academy?

The vast majority of funding for anthropological research comes from nonacademic agencies and foundations. A key criterion for
funding is that the research must be valuable for a relatively broad public rather than only a few individuals. The National Science
Foundation (NSF), for example, requires that all proposals and final reports specify the “broader impacts” of the research, which
NSF defines as encompassing “the potential to benefit society and contribute to the achievement of specific, desired, societal
outcomes” and written “insofar as possible, [to] be understandable to a scientifically . . . literate lay reader.”®?] The National
Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences Research affirms that “realizing the full potential of our
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Nation’s investment in health research requires that science inform both practice and policy . . . we can stimulate relevant and
usable research that is informed by the needs of end users whether they are healthy individuals, patients, practitioners, community
leaders, or policymakers.”'®3! Paralleling these perspectives, the United Kingdom’s Research Councils UK (RCUK) stresses a
commitment to “supporting and rewarding researchers to engage with the public.”34!

Despite affirmation of these standards by funders, many anthropologists still opt for academic standards that focus on the number
of academic colleagues who cite their work. They also focus on who obtains research funding. British anthropologist Adam Kuper
has suggested that “The [grant] review process rewards people who can write good proposals even if they failed to deliver on
earlier grants. Few foundations evaluate the research they fund . . . The best credential for a fellowship is a previous fellowship.
And landing a grant usually wins you more kudos than getting out the results of your research.”3%] In other words, the path to
success often lies in claiming to advance knowledge rather than in demonstrating that you have.

The primary value of focusing on outcomes is that outcomes can be assessed fairly directly. Do the results effectively
address the problem? Do they contribute to building coherent, cuamulative knowledge that can be used beyond the discipline
to address real problems? Do they improve other people’s lives?

Take Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo’s Poor Economics as an example. The authors systematically identified approaches
that work best for particular problems. For example, they compared programs for preventing malaria and asked which program had
a better chance of being used in a group of villages—malaria nets given away free to villagers or malaria nets that villagers had to
partly pay for and hence had an incentive to use properly? Rather than assuming the answer, they compared randomized groups in
several locales using various levels of financial support provided for acquiring the nets. Based on that information, they were able
to draw conclusions regarding the best way to distribute the nets in a range of locales to fight malaria effectively. They found that
(a) all of the villagers accepted free nets but, as the price went up, fewer did, and (b) there was no difference in use of the nets
based on whether the villagers paid for them.[38] Apparently, people valued the nets regardless of how they got them—because they
helped fight malaria.

The Nobel-winning author Robert Solow described Poor Economics as follows: “Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo are allergic to
grand generalizations about the secret of economic development. Instead they appeal to many local observations and experiments
to explore how poor people in poor countries actually cope with their poverty.””) This represents anthropology at its best. By
comparing the effectiveness of different approaches, anthropologists can develop a comprehensive understanding of how to address
a problem in a particular context.

When advocating for this sense of accountability, it is important not to get caught up in academic rhetoric concerning
objectivity. As the social sciences moved into universities in the late 1800s, objectivity in the social sciences took on a
different meaning. It came to refer to avoiding politically charged topics that might upset the political and financial elites who
often helped fund and direct universities. Mary Furner, in Advocacy and Objectivity: A Crisis in the Professionalization of
American Social Science, 1865-1905, described how professionalization changed what it meant to study a social issue.

The professionalization process altered the mission of social science [within universities]. Only rarely [as the twentieth
century proceeded] did professional social scientists do what no one else was better qualified to do [and what they had done
decades earlier]: bring expert skill and knowledge to bear on cosmic questions pertaining to the society as a whole. Instead,
studies and findings tended to be internal, recommendations hedged with qualifiers, analyses couched in jargon that was
unintelligible to the average citizen. . . . The academic professionals, having retreated to the security of technical expertise,
left to journalists and politicians the original mission—the comprehensive assessment of industrial society—that had fostered
the professionalization of social sciences.[38]

Objectivity does not lie in avoiding certain politically charged topics. The issue is not whether an individual has an “agenda”—
one could suggest that everyone has biases of one sort or another. Being a “disinterested professional” does not mean being
uninterested in the world outside one’s laboratory. It means putting the larger society’s interests ahead of one’s own personal
interests or the interests of those for whom one works. Objectivity derives from open, public analyses of divergent accounts.
We know an account is more objective—more credible, more scientific—after various individuals, whatever their personal
biases, independently confirm the claims made. The opposition is not between objectivity and advocacy; it is between
claiming objectivity and substantiating it. Anthropologists who claim to act in a disinterested manner with no hint of social

advocacy are not necessarily being objective. Objectivity comes from others confirming one’s data. If the data cannot be
confirmed, it is critical to understand how and why this limits the claims one can make.
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(2) Transparency—Moving beyond highlighting conclusions that attract attention to allowing others to understand how these
conclusions were reached. Lancet, one of the world’s leading medical journals, reported in 2014 that perhaps $200,000,000,000
(that is, 200 billion dollars), which constitutes about 85 percent of all global research spending, is likely wasted on poorly designed
and poorly reported research studies. Since this is a rather shocking figure, let me offer the actual words from The Lancet. Macleod
et al. report:

Global biomedical and public health research involves billions of dollars and millions of people . . . Although this vast enterprise
has led to substantial health improvements, many more gains are possible if the waste and inefficiency in the ways that biomedical
research is chosen, designed, done, analysed, regulated, managed, disseminated, and reported can be addressed. In 2009, Chalmers
and Glasziou . . . estimated that the cumulative effect was that about 85 percent of research investment—equating to $200 billion of
the investment in 2010—is wasted.[3°]

In a related article, Glasziou stated that “research publication can both communicate and miscommunicate. Unless research is
adequately reported, the time and resources invested in the conduct of research is[sic] wasted . . . Adequate reports of research
should clearly describe which questions were addressed and why, what was done, what was shown, and what the findings mean.
However, substantial failures occur in each of these elements.” 4?1 Related to this point, the Economist reported that “half of

clinical trials do not have their results published . . . Proportionally, the worst culprits are government and academia.”*!)

In an article entitled “Many Psychology Findings Not as Strong as Claimed,” in the New York Times, Benedict Carey reported:

The past several years have been bruising ones for the credibility of the social sciences. A star social psychologist was caught
fabricating data, leading to more than 50 retracted papers. A top journal published a study supporting the existence of ESP
that was widely criticized. The journal Science [one of the world’s leading journals] pulled a political science paper on the
effect of gay canvassers on voters’ behavior because of concerns about faked data. Now, a painstaking years long effort to
reproduce 100 studies published in three leading psychology journals has found that more than half of the findings did not
hold up when retested.!*?!

These studies make clear there is a real need for transparency in research so others can properly review, assess, and, if possible,
confirm important studies. Two hundred billion dollars is a lot of money to spend on questionable research.

Let me offer two examples of the importance of increased transparency in anthropology. First, there is heated debate over whether
the Yanomami (living in the Amazon region between Brazil and Venezuela) were once particularly violent and, in frequent wars,
killed numerous opponents. Because some have viewed the Yanomami as exemplifying tendencies of “early man,” an incorrect
assumption in my view, the issue has drawn worldwide attention regarding just how violent “early man” was. The issue also carried
serious political implications for the Yanomami. If they were indeed as violent as some had portrayed them, the Brazilian
government felt they should be broken up into several small reserves rather than be permitted a large single reserve that would help
prevent gold miners from entering the Yanomami’s territory. (After considerable debate, a large single reserve was established in
1992.)

Though much has been written on the topic, reliable data are needed to assess the Yanomami’s level of violence accurately. All
we have are ambiguous anecdotal assessments and suggestive statistics that might or might not be valid. The argument revolves
around data reported by Chagnon in a famous article in Science (1988).1431 But these data have not been made public making it
impossible to confirm them. Chagnon indicates he has “never published data that would enable someone to determine who
specifically was a ‘killer,” his name, his village, his age, how many wives he had, and how many offspring. In short, the data
needed to make the criticism that Fry makes [questioning the validity of Chagnon’s statistics] cannot be gleaned from my published
data.”!*4 If Chagnon will not release his data so others can confirm them, readers might wonder if new research might be
conducted. The problem is that the Yanomami have since been pacified. Readers might think, therefore, that anthropologists would
just drop the debate, admitting it is unresolvable until Chagnon makes his data public. But that has not happened. Anthropologists
continue to get into heated arguments over the topic. Just ask one of your teachers who specializes in lowland South America about
this and see how she or he responds.

The second example is Herrnstein and Murray’s widely discussed book, The Bell Curve (1994), which suggested that differences in
intelligence among “races” (as they defined them) performed differently on certain IQ tests. From this debatable proposition, the
authors implied that whites appeared to be more successful economically than blacks because whites were more intelligent.

Needless to say, the book caused a stir in the press. Early reviews, drawing on the statistical analyses the authors provided, were

generally positive. Nicholas Lemann noted a key reason for the positive reviews: “The ordinary routine of neutral reviewers having
a month or two to go over the book with care did not occur . . . The [initial] debate . . . was conducted in the mass media by people
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with no independent ability to assess the book.” Early reviewers had to base their reviews on the statistics provided by Herrnstein
and Murray, “It was not until late 1995 that the most damaging criticism of The Bell Curve began to appear, . . . The Bell Curve, it
turns out, is full of mistakes ranging from sloppy reasoning to mis-citations of sources to outright mathematical errors,”**!

In other words, without the ability to carefully analyze the data supporting an author’s conclusions, allowing others to confirm the
author’s assertions, the social and medical sciences cannot produce credible results on which the public may rely. Without
transparency, it is mostly people offering suggestive but unproven uncertain possibilities.

Are you puzzled by why the Center for a Public Anthropology is not the Center for Public Anthropology? Do you know what the
phrase “a public” refers to? It emphasizes making anthropology’s dynamics more public, embedding the focus on transparency in
the name of the center.

(3) Collaborating with others—Moving beyond working alone to working with others to facilitate significant change.
Working on their own, anthropologists rarely have the power to bring significant social change. To be effective, they usually need
the energy, resources, and momentum generated by larger organizations that have the ability to mobilize people and persist in a
project through time. Stated succinctly: Public anthropology works best when it collaborates with others.

Before providing examples of anthropological collaboration, let me discuss three points to place both the strategy and the examples
in context. First, the key to getting readers to take note of what one writes often lies less in what is disclosed than in to whom the
information is disclosed. Anthropologists should target their information to those most interested in it while being sure to present it
in a form that these interested parties can readily use. The value of targeted transparency—providing institutions with truthful
public information they need to discredit the claims of competitors—is that there is a ready group of individuals committed to
publicizing it. When reporting on where foreign aid does (and does not) work, for example, anthropologists could focus on
reporting the information to organizations that compete financially with ones that wastefully spend aid grants.

Second, targeted transparency makes clear why anthropologists need to reach beyond policymakers to other constituencies in
presenting their information. Providing information solely to policymakers (who then use it at their discretion) can be a dangerous
tango. To have credibility—to really speak truth to power—cultural anthropologists cannot be pawns of the powerful. With their
academic appointments and tenured positions, anthropologists can be respected, independent critics. Yes, anthropologists should
collaborate—both formally and informally—with a range of social and political institutions. But anthropologists need to retain a
certain independence so their information and insights are not buried by those seeking to maintain the status quo. Simply reporting
information back to those who fund one’s research or pay one’s salary means important information is unlikely to ever become
public. Anthropologists need to reach out to others who will use their information and build on it to facilitate change.

Third, if you accept my point regarding cultural hegemony—the structural and cultural constraints that limit the discipline’s public
engagement— then collaborating with those outside the discipline offers a way to overcome such constraints. Since many outside
the academy are concerned about higher education’s limited accountability and transparency, collaborating with outside groups
offers a means by which to address these problems.

My first example of anthropological collaboration is Partners in Health (PIH), a nonprofit organization that builds medical support
programs on communities’ existing structures and uses community personnel as staff. Two of the medical doctors who founded the
organization, Paul Farmer and Jim Yong Kim, both have PhDs in anthropology. According to its website, PIH’s mission is to
“provide a preferential option for the poor in health care. By establishing long-term relationships with sister organizations based in
settings of poverty, Partners In Health strives to achieve two overarching goals: to bring the benefits of modern medical science to
those most in need of them and to serve as an antidote to despair.”

Collaboration is central to PIH’s organization, as the Catalogue of Philanthropy notes:

Health programs should involve community members at all levels of assessment, design, implementation, and evaluation.
Community health workers may be family members, friends, or even patients who provide health education, refer people
who are ill to a clinic, or deliver medicines and social support to patients in their homes. Community health workers do not
supplant the work of doctors or nurses; rather, they are a vital interface between the clinic and the community . . . PIH
doesn’t tell the communities we serve what they need—they tell us.!#¢!

PIH perceives community health workers as critical partners in a patient’s care:

For nearly three decades, PIH has hired and trained community health workers to help patients faced with . . . challenges receive
care. Our 12,000 community health workers around the world visit patients at home, assess their health, and link them with clinics
and hospitals.
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In Haiti, where PIH’s community health worker program originated, they are called accompagnateurs to emphasize the importance
of accompanying people in their journey through sickness and back to health.

Living in the communities where they work, community health workers are trusted and welcomed into patients” homes to provide
high-quality services for a wide range of health problems. A patient beginning treatment for tuberculosis, for example, is paired
with a health worker who visits every day to supervise treatment and ensure the patient takes medications regularly and correctly.
For people living with HIV or other chronic diseases, this support enables them to live longer and healthier lives.[47]

In brief, PIH emphasizes community collaboration in extending its effectiveness as a health care provider. The accompagnateurs
are key partners in treating patients.

Another example of working with others is the Center for a Public Anthropology’s collaboration with Altmetric.com on the Metrics
Project. Working together, we provide metrics on anthropological articles and books highlighted in the world’s major news outlets,
thereby broadening the metrics used to assess a faculty member’s intellectual work. By offering clear metrics of public engagement
to both deans and department chairs, we hope to support anthropologists becoming more publicly engaged—thereby addressing the
first puzzle noted at the beginning of the chapter.

It would be impossible for the Center to gather the data needed for the Metrics Project, which are collected using digital object
identifiers (DOIs) of articles and books to search for references in media around the world. Altmetric is proficient in gathering
these data in the social sciences; the center is not. But Altmetric tends to work with librarians, the Center with social science chairs
and deans. With the Metrics Project, the Center broadens the reach of Altmetric’s work.

A third example is the Center’s work with members of the U.S. Congress. Until recently, relatively few researchers—
approximately 11 percent—complied with the NSF requirement to submit project outcome reports following completion of their
research to report the benefits of their work. Working with student volunteers, the Center brought this problem to the attention of
members of Congress, who in turn raised the issue with NSE. Over a four-month period, completion of the benefit reports rose to
roughly 80 percent. Obviously, the Center could not facilitate greater completion of the project outcome reports on its own.
Congress was not aware of the problem until the Center and students brought it to light. Working together, the Center and
congressional members were able to raise the percentage of NSF project outcome reports substantially.

(4) Benefiting others—Moving beyond “doing no harm” to demonstrating how anthropology actually benefits others.
Presently, the American Anthropological Association’s code of ethics (2012) focuses on “doing no harm.” What happens, however,
when—as occurs at many fieldwork sites—the people the anthropologist is studying are suffering from a range of maladies? Do
anthropologists leave the people be because they are not the source of the maladies or do they try to help the people who are
helping them with their research?

The agencies that fund anthropological research are entitled to ask whether it is enough for anthropologists receiving grants to
“repay” the funding agency and, more generally, the larger society by affirming that they did no harm to anyone in spending the
thousands of dollars given them. Or should the funding agency expect a more positive response—that the anthropologists actually
sought to address a problem that would benefit a group of people in some helpful way?

Contrary to popular belief, the Hippocratic Oath that medical students affirm on becoming doctors does not primarily
focus on “do no harm.” The original phrasing of the oath in Epidemics, LII states that, “As to disease make a habit of two things
—help, or at least, to do no harm.” The phrase “first, do no harm” likely derives from Thomas Inman, a nineteenth century house
surgeon. Why anthropologists should focus on “do no harm” in their code of ethics—rather than on helping others—is an
interesting question.

Anthropology’s “do no harm” standard is both out of date and somewhat self-serving. It is drawn from a period in the late
1800s and early 1900s when anthropologists sought to differentiate themselves from missionaries and colonial administrators who
sought to reshape indigenous societies. Anthropologists did not try to remake these societies; they consciously tried to avoid
changing them. But this context no longer holds. The “do no harm” ethic is now self-serving in that it allows anthropologists to
skirt certain moral dilemmas and obligations. When you ask people for help — such as in your research — you are usually expected
to return the favor in some form at some time. That reciprocity is a key principle of social relations (articulated in an
anthropological classic, The Gift, by Marcel Mauss in 1925.

Returning for a moment to the Yanomami, there have been questions over the years about whether the unconfirmed reports of their
violence harmed the Yanomami. Focusing on this question has allowed anthropologists to side-step a critical concern: What
tangible benefits have come to the Yanomami for helping a host of anthropologists in their research over several decades? Chagnon
made well over a million dollars from his various books and movies. Other anthropologists have not made as much, but their
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publications have allowed them to gain promotions and salary increases that put their standard of living well above the average
American’s. Mostly they supplied the Yanomami with minor goods and guns. Only a few individuals, such as Bruce Albert, sought
to address the critical health problems decimating the Yanomami highlighted in Kopenawa and Albert’s The Falling Sky (2013).

Rather than focusing on not harming others, which can be interpreted in various ways by people with different agendas,
anthropologists might focus on helping the people who help them in tangible ways, which would certainly enhance
indigenous groups’ perceptions of anthropologists. It would also enhance public perceptions of anthropological endeavors—
presenting them not as self-serving exercises in career building but as mutually beneficial efforts in understanding and
helping others.

FACILITATING SOCIAL CHANGE

The preceding strategies are aimed at improving how the public perceives anthropology—especially in terms of anthropology’s
credibility and value. In this section, we turn to specific ways anthropologists could facilitate change. The standard model for
anthropologists is to be hired by companies or government agencies interested in helping others—in the role of consultants, cultural
intermediaries, or researchers. The suggestions presented here are somewhat different. They offer alternative approaches that
anthropologists might pursue. They are meant to offer additional possibilities.

(1) If you accept my point regarding how cultural hegemonic structures shape resistance to change, then collaborating with others
beyond the academy is critical. What is needed are the staying power and resources that large organizations provide. Given
concerns in the broader society about accountability and transparency in higher education, anthropologists have a means for
reaching out to various pubic groups. The value of targeted transparency—providing key institutions with truthful public
information needed to discredit the claims of competitors—is that there are groups ready to publicizing the information
anthropologists provide. We see this particularly in the next two strategies—conceptualizing important issues and exposés.

(2) Conceptualizing important issues: At its core, anthropology embodies comparison. By comparing one group to another,
anthropology allows people to step outside their parochial perspectives. It provides frameworks that voters, politicians, officials,
and activists can use to conceptualize a problem and take effective action to address it. Here is an example.

Based on comparative work in Pakistan and Norway, Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik Barth wrote that “Contrary to what is still a
widely shared view, I [have] argued that ethnic groups are not groups formed on the basis of shared culture, but rather the
formation of groups on the basis of differences of culture . . . The contrast between ‘us’ and ‘others’ is what is embedded in the
organization of ethnicity.”(*8) He asserted that there are few clear, distinct cultural boundaries. Rather, a range of continuous
variation exists across a geographic area. Oppositions make cultural distinctions come alive. Barth suggests that behind many
cultural conflicts—such as the bitter tensions between Arabs and Christians, Ukrainians and Russians, Sunni and Shiite Arabs—are
“ethnic entrepreneurs.”

The conflicts we see today are the work mainly of middle echelon politicians who use the politics of cultural difference to further
their ambitions for leadership. This is tempting to them because in ethnic identities they see a potential constituency, so to speak,
waiting for them, and all they need to find is the key to set the process in motion. Leaders seek these constituencies and mobilize
them by making select, contrastive cultural differences more salient, and . . . by linking them to grievances and injustices . . . They
engage in confrontational politics.[4°]

To reduce ethnic conflict, Barth suggests bringing how these political entrepreneurs work into the open. Rather than letting these
entrepreneurs emphasize group differences, we should focus on people’s common ground.

We need to reduce the saliency of . . . particular differences, and draw [people’s] attention to all the other crisscrossing
differences and the joint interests they have. We want to create arenas, specifically for negotiations, where one can work
from common interests and move outward . . . You don’t start with opposed constituencies and try to bring them together.
You start with the common ground. You ask what the shared interests between the parties are. Then you negotiate to expand
that common ground.!!

In a sense, this is what Boas did in his work on race—and is why Time magazine recognized him. Anthropologists can
conceptualize new ways to solve serious public problems. Through their clarity, documentation, and power, they can draw
politicians, key decision-makers, and the larger public to give them serious consideration. It involves the power of ideas to reframe
and clarify problems so as to facilitate effective action. But to do so, anthropologists must collaborate with others and target their
insights to those who are most willing to use them effectively. They cannot simply speak out, expecting others to listen, as occurs
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in their classes. Anthropologists need to identify the individuals and organizations that can take advantage of their innovative
framings and strive to insure that those individuals and organizations make use of them.

Could you apply Barth’s insight to help reduce racial and social tensions at your university? If so, how? If not, why not?

(3) Exposés—Effectively speaking truth to power. There is an excitement in challenging authority, especially when you can
expose illegal or inappropriate activity. There is less excitement in what frequently follows. You are often ignored. Not every
exposé makes headlines. Moreover, those that do are often forgotten in the onslaught of later news. In announcing an exposé, the
question is how you can get others to recognize it and take action to address it. Let’s explore two case studies.

Nancy Scheper-Hughes, an anthropologist at UC Berkeley, used her ethnographic skills to facilitate the trial of the first person ever
convicted of organ trafficking. The following report appeared in Bloomberg Business.

A New York man admitted to brokering black-market sales of human kidneys to three Americans, becoming the first person
convicted in the U.S. of organ trafficking. Levy Izhak Rosenbaum, 60, pleaded guilty today to three counts of organ trafficking and
one count of conspiracy in federal court in Trenton, New Jersey. He said three ailing people in New Jersey paid him a total of
$410,000 to arrange the sale of kidneys from healthy donors and an undercover FBI agent paid him $10,000. A 1984 U.S. law bans
the sale of human organs.[>!)

Interestingly, most of the news reports did not mention the role Scheper-Hughes played. However, Wikipedia in its description of
“Operation Bid Rig,” the New Jersey political corruption scandal based on an FBI “sting operation,” noted that “anthropologist and
organ trade expert Nancy Scheper-Hughes claimed that she had informed the FBI that Rosenbaum was ‘a major figure’ in
international organ smuggling.”® Quoting Scheper-Hughes:

I went to the media, to CBS, to 60 Minutes, and then to 48 Hours, which did send an investigative reporter, Avi Cohan, to
meet me in Israel where we spoke to patients who had had ‘undercover’ transplants at hospitals in NYC, Philadelphia, the
Bay Area, and Los Angeles. CBS decided not to do the exposé. I was stumped. No one wanted to accuse surgeons, or prevent
a suffering patient from getting a transplant, even with an illegally procured kidney from a displaced person from abroad.[53]

Thus, it took several more years for the New Jersey FBI office to arrest Rosenbaum in 2009 as part of a much larger organized
crime sting. Because Rosenbaum was involved in another case that was more important from the FBI’s perspective, the agents
finally followed up on Scheper-Hughes’ information.

A second exposé continues to make world news—Edward Snowden leaking classified government documents about the activities
of the U.S. National Security Agency (NSA). Wikipedia summarizes the case:

On May 20, 2013, Snowden flew to Hong Kong after leaving his job at an NSA facility in Hawaii and in early June he
revealed thousands of classified NSA documents to journalists Glenn Greenwald, Laura Poitras, and Ewen MacAskill.
Snowden came to international attention after stories based on the material appeared in The Guardian and the Washington
Post. Further disclosures were made by other newspapers, including Der Spiegel and theNew York Times.

It was revealed that the NSA was harvesting millions of email and instant messaging contact lists, searching email content, tracking
and mapping the location of cell phones, and undermining attempts at encryption via Bullrun and that the agency was using cookies
to “piggyback” on the same tools used by internet advertisers “to pinpoint targets for government hacking and to bolster
surveillance. The NSA was shown to be “secretly” tapping into Yahoo and Google data centers to collect information from
“hundreds of millions” of account holders worldwide by tapping undersea cables using the MUSCULAR surveillance program.>

It might seem obvious that Snowden’s whistleblowing would garner wide public attention since it involved explosive
documentation on the degree to which the NSA was collecting information most people thought was private. What is less known
is that the Washington Post published related information in articles by Dana Priest and William Arkin before Snowden’s
disclosures. They reported:

Nine years after the terrorist attacks of 2001, the United States is assembling a vast domestic intelligence apparatus to collect
information about Americans using the FBI, local police, state homeland security offices, and military criminal investigators. The
system, by far the largest and most technologically sophisticated in the nation’s history, collects, stores, and analyzes information
about thousands of U.S. citizens and residents, many of whom have not been accused of any wrongdoing.[>!

The disclosure, entitled “Monitoring America,” was turned into a PBS Frontline report, “Top Secret America.” The Department of
Homeland Security, the authors note:
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provides local agencies a daily flow of information bulletins. These reports are meant to inform agencies about possible
terror threats. But some officials say they deliver a never-ending stream of information that is vague, alarmist, and often
useless. “It’s like a garage in your house you keep throwing junk into until you can’t park your car in it,” says Michael
Downing, deputy chief of counterterrorism and special operations for the Los Angeles Police Department.>®!

The disclosures by Snowden and Priest/Arkin differ in emphasis. Priest/Arkin focused solely on data collected in the United States
while Snowden focused on a global surveillance program. Snowden’s disclosures violated national security laws; Priest and Arkin
did not, though presumably they made a number of NSA officials uncomfortable. They were suggesting that a vast amount of
secret information was being collected that was mostly useless. It might be suggested that Snowden was simply expanding their
analysis. The results of these exposés are interesting. Edward Snowden is forced to live in Moscow since, if he returns to the
United States, he will be tried and likely imprisoned. Dana Priest holds the Knight Chair in Public Affairs Journalism at the
University of Maryland.

Why the dramatic difference in these two exposés? One key reason is that Priest and Arkin are journalists who played by the
accepted rules and did not violate any laws. The agencies involved knew what they were going to announce and apparently did not
strenuously object. After a big splash, their report was mostly forgotten. Hence, there was no need for the NSA to react. But as
soon as Snowden made his disclosures, he not only attracted worldwide attention but created a number of international
incidents with U.S. allies such as Germany, which accused the United States of violating its citizens’ privacy. Leaking secret
information as well as the conflicts created with American allies made Snowden an international outlaw forced to live
beyond the reach of the U.S. judicial system. Because he did not play by the accepted rules, he garnered more attention and
had a much greater impact than Priest and Arkin.

If you were to speak out as a public anthropologist—speak truth to power—what type of exposé would you try to make?
How would you go about doing it? What do you think the personal cost, if any, might be?

(4) Writing narratives with impact. When discussing the first puzzle in the chapter’s section, I emphasized that non-
anthropologists tend to write the most popular anthropology-oriented books. It is not that anthropologists cannot write for broader
audiences. Rather, they operate within academic contexts that discourage such writing. That said, some anthropologists, focusing
on books used in course adoptions, do rather well financially. Chagnon’s introductory ethnography on the Yanomami, for example,
has run through five editions and sold well over a million copies. Part of what makes the book successful is that teachers can use a
set of vivid ethnographic videos that make the book’s descriptions come alive.

Chagnon also depicts his interactions with the Yanomami in a lively manner, portraying himself as an Indian Jones type figure. To
my knowledge, no other anthropologist has ever discussed how particular members of the tribe being studied purposely sought to
kill them (with a gun in Chagnon’s case). Such incidents might have happened to other anthropologists, but they have never
bragged about them as Chagnon has done. Anthropologists generally take pride in displaying tolerance toward people who are
different from themselves, showing respect for those with whom they live and work while conducting their research. Chagnon
moved in the opposite direction, giving a dramatic, and at times pejorative, flair to his depictions of the Yanomami.

Yet many undergraduates enjoy Chagnon’s book. It brings out their prejudices —emphasizing Amazonian Indians as exotic
“savages.” This was not necessarily Chagnon’s intent. He wanted to stress that the Yanomami were just as barbaric as Americans—
no more, no less. But that is not what students tend to take away from his book. They take away their superiority to the Yanomami.
What does one do with a popular ethnography such as Chagnon’s? While it offers a detailed description of an Amazonian
group, it also goes against an anthropological tenet of describing people studied in fairly favorable terms. What would you
do?

Most anthropologists resist the notion that they produce works of fiction. They do not compose their ethnographies out of thin air—
as many suspect Carlos Castaneda did in The Teachings of Don Juan. Most anthropological ethnographies sell around 2,000 copies
—a pittance compared to the millions of books Castaneda has sold. It is not always clear where facts leave off and fiction begins in
some colleagues’ accounts. Anthropologists claim they are objective; they claim they present accurate accounts. But few visit the
field sites of other anthropologists to test this assumption. It makes for better relations with colleagues if they do not.

You have read many books. Some have excited you; others have not. If you were to write a popular anthropology book that
involved a sense of professional scholarship, what topic would you select if you wanted to sell a hundred thousand copies
(and gain 10 percent of the selling price)? How would you write to capture students’ attention without moving too far into
fiction or demeaning those with whom you worked?
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Let us review what I have discussed and see whether you recall key ideas made in each section. We started this chapter with (a) two
puzzles stemming from anthropology’s interactions with the broader public. I then turned to (b) describing public anthropology
especially varying perceptions of it and its relation to applied anthropology. Next, I discussed (c) four of the field’s central
strategies for transforming anthropology in order to enhance its credibility with the larger public. Finally, I explored (d) suggested
ways to facilitate change. In this chapter, I have sought to help you not only understand the problems public anthropology
addresses but also consider effective ways for anthropologists to reach out to the public. Did you get these points or did you keel
over with boredom? Did some of the points seem relevant to you?

CONCLUDING QUESTIONS

First, in an earlier section, I highlighted the Center for a Public Anthropology’s work with Altmetric. Please look over the
websiteand explore the data it presents. Do you think it will prove effective in broadening the standards for promotion by
highlighting faculty publications in the world’s media? If so, why? If not, why not?

Second, below is an account of how introductory students like yourself, working with the Center for a Public Anthropology in
coordination with key Brazilian groups facilitated the return of blood samples taken from the Yanomami in the late 1960s. What
strategies highlighted in this chapter do you think proved effective in this effort? I counted four. How many do you find in
this account? How would you draw media outlets to this story so it will reach the broader public?

As an example of public anthropology (following the model of the Kahn Academy), Dr. Borofsky has created short 10-15
minute videos on key topics in anthropology for introductory students. All 28 videos are available from the Perspectives: An
Open Introduction to Cultural Anthropology website.

CENTER FOR A PUBLIC ANTHROPOLOGY PROJECT: HOW THE BLOOD CAME BACK TO THE
YANOMAMI

More information about this project along with the full set of references can be found on the Center for Public Anthropology
website. Students and instructors are welcome to participate in the Community Action Project.

Figure 1: Yanomami Portrait by Claudia Andujar . All rights reserved.

STAGE ONE: The issue seemed fairly straightforward — before it became a question of legal liability. Initially, one’s perspective
on returning the blood to the Yanomami came down to where you stood on a continuum between advocating for science and
advocating for indigenous rights. At stake were blood samples collected from the Yanomami during the late 1960s by an American
research team that included James Neel, a geneticist, and Napoleon Chagnon, an anthropologist. [S1-a] Unbeknownst to the
Yanomami, the blood samples were subsequently stored at a number of American institutions, most prominently Pennsylvania
State University. The Yanomami only discovered this fact following the publication of Patrick Tierney’s Darkness in El Dorado
(2000). Tierney wrote the Yanomami blood samples were stored “in an old refrigerator at Penn State University.” [S1-b]

For the Yanomami, this was deeply upsetting. Some Yanomami felt they should be compensated better than they had been since the
samples were helping researchers’ in their careers. But many more felt it was a religious sacrilege to retain, rather than return, the
samples so they could be properly disposed of in accord with Yanomami tradition. [S1-c]

The Yanomami had been promised that their blood samples would be used to learn more about the diseases ravaging them. [S1-d]
(They were collected, it should be noted, in the midst of a measles epidemic.) Unfortunately, this did not occur. A few researchers
used the samples for their personal research. But judging from the publications produced over the more than forty years the
samples were stored at various institutions, they were not widely studied, nor were they ever used in a way that directly benefitted
the Yanomami. Hence, what appeared to be a conflict between science and indigenous rights was, for the first few years at least,
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mostly a conflict between those who wanted to save the samples for some vague, future use (such as the Human Genome Project)
and the Yanomami who wanted the blood returned for religious reasons.

But the frame of reference changed significantly when, to help resolve the dispute, lawyers became involved. The focus then turned
to a question of legal liability and the fear of being sued.

Figure 2: Davi Kopenawa. Photo by Claudia Andujar. All rights reserved.

STAGE TWO: Davi Kopenawa, a prominent Yanomami leader in Brazil, first learned about his relatives’ blood samples being
stored in the United States from Bruce Albert during a conversation about Tierney’s book. The Pro Yanomami Commission
(CCPY), working with Kopenawa, brought the matter to the federal attorneys of the MPF (Federal Public Ministry) residing in
Roraima (the state where most Yanomami lived in Brazil) as well as in Brasila, Brazil’s capitol. In 2002, Deputy Attorney Ela
Wiecko Volkmer de Castilho corresponded with Dr. Kenneth Weiss, who was storing Pennsylvania State University’s samples. [S2-
a] Subsequently, Albert wrote Weiss, including a note from Kopenawa. [S2-b] Paralleling this correspondence, key Yanomami
wrote letters to the Indian Resource Center in Washington D.C. [S2-c] Little resulted from this correspondence. In 2005, Deputy
Attorney of Brazil Mauricio Frabretti, wrote to Weiss [S2-d] as well as Dean Susan Welsh of Penn State [S2-e] and Binghamton
University’s Vice President for Research, Dr. Gerald Sonnenfeld. [S2-d] Once more, little happened. Welch’s response emphasized
the considerable problems preventing Penn State from returning the blood. [S2-e]

STAGE THREE: Penn State’s response turned more positive in 2006, following the involvement of the Center for a Public
Anthropology working in collaboration with students from across North America. Emails from these students to Weiss had little
effect.[S3-a] But a formal letter to Pennsylvania State University’s President, Dr. Graham Spanier, from the Center combined with
student letters supported by scores of other students [S3-b] had a positive impact. One need only contrast Provost Dr. Rodney
Erickson’s reply to these letters [S3-c] with Welch’s reply to Fabretti to see the difference.

Figure 3: Photo by Victor Englebert. All rights reserved.

At roughly this same time, Dr. Joseph Fraumeni, a director within the National Cancer Institute (NCI), in correspondence with
Deputy Attorney Fabretti, indicated that the Institute was “willing to return the [blood] specimens to Yanomami representatives.”
[S3-d] Knowing this, Provost Erickson suggested that Pennsylvania State University’s transfer of the blood “could ideally take
place at the same time and under the same circumstances” as the NCI’s. [S3-c]

But what seemed reasonable at first, became problematic. While Dr. Fraumenini’s assistant, Dr. Karen Pitt, made a significant
effort to facilitate the return of the samples, others — at NCI, at Pennsylvania State University, and in Brazil — obstructed the
process, at times spreading false rumors.

STAGE FOUR: It remained unclear for several years who or what was delaying the return of the blood samples. American
lawyers insisted on a formal legal agreement waiving all liability and warranties on their part related to the blood. The Brazilians,
puzzled by this insistence and not sure what they were consenting to, hesitated to sign such an agreement. The Deputy Attorney of
Brazil, Mr. Antonio Morimoto, suggested that the blood samples simply be turned over to the Brazilian Embassy in Washington,
D.C. [S4-a] But Pennsylvania State University and the National Cancer Institute refused. The fact that the blood samples were
going to be ritually disposed of soon after being returned to the Yanomami, [Globo video S5-c3] and this was part of the final
agreement [S5-bla 2.4] was irrelevant to the NCI’s lawyer. She insisted an agreement waiving liability be signed before the
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samples could be returned. The final transfer agreement held NCI “harmless with respect to any action arising from the use of
Samples prior . . . to [the] transfer.” [S5-b1a, 2.3]

Figure 4: Photo by Victor Englebert. All rights reserved.

For several years, there was a standoff. On one side, Pennsylvania State University and NCI insisted they wanted to return the
blood and, on the other, the Brazilian government insisted it wanted the blood returned. But they could never agree on how it would
be done.

Given this situation, those wanting the blood returned had only one option — to pressure the parties involved to come to some
agreement. In the United States, the Center for a Public Anthropology repeatedly contacted key figures involved, assisted Deputy
Attorney Morimoto [S4-b] (as well as Bruce Albert) in their efforts when possible, and sought to attract media attention. [S4-c1,
S4-c2,S4-c3, S4-c4, S4-c5, S4-c6, S4-c7, S4-c8, S4-c9] On the Brazilian side, returning the blood samples became a priority for the
Hutukara Yanomami Association (HAY), a Yanomami NGO (non-governmental organization) created in 2004 with CCPY
assistance, and partner organizations, especially the Instituto Socioambiental (ISA), which absorbed CCPY in 2007. Davi
Kopenawa, HAY’s president, played a key role in keeping the issue alive, encouraging articles in Brazilian, French, and British
media. [S4-c1, S4-c2, S4-c3, S4-c4, S4-c5, S4-c6, S4-c7, S4-c8, S4-c9]

STAGE FIVE: Ultimately, the Brazilian pressure was key. Through multiple meetings with the Federal Public Ministry’s (MPF’s)
attorneys, ISA learned, quoting ISA’s skilled lawyer, Ana Paula Caldeira Souto Maior: that “new Brazilian government agencies
were brought to the case due to the requirements made by the contacted American institutions . . . [relating to] a Biological
Material Transfer Agreement. Besides the Foreign Ministry, ANVISA [Brazil’s FDA equivalent], and the AGU [the Attorney
General of Brazil] were also involved [because of American concerns over] . . . the safety conditions and the final destination of the
samples.” Finally, “MPF was able to solve the bureaucratic obstacles on the Brazilian side and, through clarifying conversations
with the American Institutions, felt able to sign the Agreement for the return the samples insisted upon by the Americans.”

/Al "L

Figure 5: Photo by Victor Englebert. All rights reserved.

In April 2015, Pennsylvania State University returned their blood samples: 2693 vials. These samples included those that had been
stored at Binghamton University. In September 2015, the National Cancer Institute returned their samples: 474 vials. Readers can
peruse, if they wish, the formal transfer agreements. [S5-a, S5-b1, S5-b1a, S5-b2]

The transfer of the samples back to the Yanomami was highlighted in the Brazilian media [S5-c1, S5-c2, S5-¢3, S5-c4, S5-¢5, S5-
6, S5-c7], Brazilian government reports [S5-d1, S5-d2, S5-d3] and British media. [S5-¢]

It should be noted that none of the rumored dangers emphasized by the transfer’s opponents — which made the transfers into such a
complicated legal matter — ever came to pass, either in terms of spreading disease or the Yanomami suing the American
institutions. Instead, the return of the blood samples was a deeply moving moment for many Yanomami. One can listen to Davi
Kopenawa’s comments regarding the return of the samples in a video. [S5-c4]

The return of the blood samples also represents an important moment for American anthropology. Countering various criticisms
lodged against the discipline in print [S5-f] and in film [S5-g], the return of the blood constitutes a clear case of American
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anthropologists helping the Yanomami — on Yanomami terms, not on their own. It portrays American anthropology in a much more
positive light vis-a-vis the Yanomami than has been the case in recent years.
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5: Health and Medicine

4) Learning Objectives

o Define the biocultural perspective and provide examples of how interactions between biology and culture have affected
human biology.

o Identify four ethno-etiologies (personalistic, naturalistic, emotionalistic, and biomedical) and describe how each differs in
explaining the root cause of illness.

o Explain the significance of faith in healing.

o Examine the relationship between mental health and cultural factors, including stigma, that affect the way people with
mental health conditions are perceived.

e Discuss examples of culture-bound syndromes.

o Evaluate the positive and negative effects of biomedical technologies.

What does it mean to be “healthy”? It may seem odd to ask the question, but health is not a universal concept and each culture
values different aspects of well-being. At the most basic level, health may be perceived as surviving each day with enough food
and water, while other definitions of health may be based on being free of diseases or emotional troubles. Complicating things
further is the fact that that each culture has a different causal explanation for disease. For instance, in ancient Greece health was
considered to be the product of unbalanced humors or bodily fluids. The four humors included black bile, phlegm, yellow bile, and
blood. The ancient Greeks believed that interactions among these humors explained differences not only in health, but in age,
gender, and general disposition. Various things could influence the balance of the humors in a person’s body including substances
believed to be present in the air, changes in diet, or even temperature and weather. An imbalance in the humors was believed to
cause diseases, mood problems, and mental illness.[

The World Health Organization (WHO) recognizes that the health of individuals and communities is affected by many factors:
“where we live, the state of our environment, genetics, our income and education level, and our relationships with friends and
family.” [2] Research conducted by the WHO suggests that these characteristics play a more significant role in affecting our health
than any others, including having access to health care. For this reason, anthropologists who are interested in issues related to
health and illness must use a broad holistic perspective that considers the influence of both biology and culture. Medical
anthropology, a distinct sub-specialty within the discipline of anthropology, investigates human health and health care systems in
comparative perspective, considering a wide range of bio-cultural dynamics that affect the well-being of human populations.
Medical anthropologists study the perceived causes of illness as well as the techniques and treatments developed in a society to
address health concerns. Using cultural relativism and a comparative approach, medical anthropologists seek to understand how
ideas about health, illness, and the body are products of particular social and cultural contexts.

ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE BIOCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

Evolutionary biology is a field of study that investigates the ways that natural processes have shaped the development of life on
Earth, producing measurable changes in populations over time. Humans, Homo sapiens, are a special case in the discussion of
evolution. We are a relatively young species that has been on Earth for only about 195,000 years.!®) Although this may sound like a
long time, compared with other animals, humans are newcomers and we have been subject to processes of natural selection and
adaptation for less time than many other living things. In that short time period, human lifestyles have changed dramatically. The
first humans evolved in Africa and had a foraging lifestyle, living in small, kin-based groups. Today, millions of people live in
crowded, fast-paced, and technologically advanced agricultural societies. In evolutionary terms, this change has happened rapidly.
The fact that these rapid changes were even possible reveals that human lifestyles are biocultural, products of interactions between
biology and culture. This has many implications for understanding human health.

The theory of natural selection suggests that in any species there are certain physical or behavioral traits that are adaptive and
increase the capacity of individuals to survive and reproduce. These adaptive traits will be passed on through generations. Many
human traits contributed to the survival of early human communities. A capacity for efficient walking and running, for instance,
was important to human survival for thousands of years. However, as cultural change led to new lifestyles, some human
characteristics became maladaptive.

One example is the obesity epidemic that has emerged all over the world. According to the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, more than one-third of the population of the United States is obese.l*] Obesity is considered to be a “disease of

@ 0 @ https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263265



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263265?pdf
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Courses/Gavilan_College/Perspectives%3A_An_Open_Invitation_to_Cultural_Anthropology_(remixed_by_Debbie_Klein)/05%3A_Health_and_Medicine

LibreTexts"

civilization,” meaning that it did not exist in early human populations. Taking a biocultural evolutionary approach to human health,
we can ask what traits characteristic of early human foraging populations might have encouraged an accumulation of fat in the
human body. The answer comes from the evidence of food shortages among foraging populations. In fact, 47 percent of societies
that forage experience food shortages at least once per year. Another 24 percent experience a shortage at least every two years.!”’
When taking this into account, the ability to retain body fat would have been advantageous for humans in the past. Women with
more body fat could give birth to healthy babies and breastfeed them, even in periods of food scarcity. It is also possible that
women and men would have viewed body fat as a sign of health and access to resources, choosing sexual partners based on this
characteristic. If so, powerful biological and cultural forces would have contributed to genetic traits that led to efficient metabolism
and higher body fat.

With the development of agriculture, calories became more easily available while many people in the population became more
sedentary. Traits that were once adaptive became maladaptive. The development of cultural preferences for foods high in fat and
sugar, such as the “standard American diet” (SAD) is directly associated with obesity. These cultural changes have had a negative
impact on health in many places. In Polynesia, for instance, obesity rates were around 15 percent in traditional farming
communities, but climbed to over 35 percent as people moved to cities.[8] This is an example of the biocultural nature of many
human health challenges.

Another example of this biocultural dynamic is sickle cell anemia, an inherited disease that can be fatal. A person who inherits the
sickle cell gene from both parents will have red blood cells with an usual sickle (crescent) shape. These cells cannot carry oxygen
as efficiently as normal red blood cells and they are also more likely to form painful and dangerous blood clots. Ordinarily, genetic
conditions that make it more difficult for individuals to survive or have children, will become less common in populations over
time due to the effects of natural selection. From an evolutionary perspective, one might ask why a deadly genetic condition has
remained so common in human populations.

The cultural context is important for answering this question. The sickle cell gene is found most often in human populations in
Africa and Southeast Asia where malaria is widespread. Malaria is a mosquito-borne illness that can be deadly to humans. People
who have inherited one copy of the sickle cell anemia trait (instead of the two copies that cause sickle cell disease) have resistance
to malaria. This is a significant adaptive trait in parts of the world where malaria is widespread. There is some evidence that
malaria became a significant threat to human health only after the invention of agriculture. The deforested areas and collections of
standing water that characterize agricultural communities also attract the mosquitos that carry disease. !} In this case, we can see
biocultural dynamics in action. Because resistance to malaria is an adaptive trait, the sickle cell gene remained common in
populations where malaria is present. In parts of West and Central Africa, up to 25 percent of the population has the sickle cell
gene. While sickle cell anemia is still a deadly disease, those who inherit a single copy of the gene have some protection from
malaria, itself a deadly threat in many places. This example illustrates the biocultural interaction between genes, pathogens, and
culture.

Infectious diseases generally do not have an adaptive function for humans like the examples above, but many infectious diseases
are influenced by human cultural systems. Because early human communities consisted of small groups with a foraging lifestyle,
viruses and bacteria transmitted from person to person were unlikely to result in large-scale epidemics. Healthy individuals from
neighboring groups could simply avoid coming into contact with anyone who was suffering from illness and outbreaks would be
naturally contained.!®!

The rapid increase in the size of human communities following the invention of agriculture changed this pattern. Agriculture can
support more people per unit of land and, at the same time, agriculturalists need to live in permanent urban settlements in order to
care for their crops. In a cyclical way, agriculture provides more food while also requiring that people have sizeable families to do
the necessary farm work. Over the course of several thousand years, agricultural communities became increasingly densely
populated. This had many implications for local ecology: problems disposing of waste and difficulty accessing clean water. A
prime example of the health effects of the transition to urban settlements is cholera, a water-borne illness that spreads through water
that has been polluted with human feces. Cholera, which was first detected in urban populations in India, has killed tens of
thousands of people throughout history and continues to threaten populations today, particularly in developing countries, where
access to clean water is limited, and in places that have experienced natural disasters.[*]

From an adaptive perspective, human beings die from infectious diseases because they do not have immunity to them. Immunity
can be built up over time for some diseases, but unfortunately only after the illness or death of many members of a population.[10]
When a new infectious disease reaches a population, it can wreak havoc on many people. Historically, several new infectious
diseases are known to have been introduced to human populations through contact with livestock. Tuberculosis and smallpox were
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linked to cattle and influenza to chickens. When humans domesticated animal species, and began to live in close proximity to them,
new routes for the transmission of zoonetic disease, illnesses that can be passed between humans and animals, were established.[!
Living in cities accelerates the spread of infectious diseases and the scale of outbreaks, but may also contribute to the natural
selection of genetic traits that confer resistance to disease. This biocultural evolutionary process has been documented in urban

populations where there are genes providing some resistance to leprosy and tuberculosis.!*?!

ETHNOMEDICINE

Figure 1: Traditional Tibetan Medicine Poster.

Ethnomedicine is the comparative study of cultural ideas about wellness, illness, and healing. For the majority of our existence,
human beings have depended on the resources of the natural environment and on health and healing techniques closely associated
with spiritual beliefs. Many such practices, including some herbal remedies and techniques like acupuncture, have been studied
scientifically and found to be effective.'®! Others have not necessarily been proven medically effective by external scientific
evidence, but continue to be embraced by communities that perceive them to be useful. When considering cultural ideas about
health, an important place to start is with ethne-etiology: cultural explanations about the underlying causes of health problems.

In the United States the dominant approach to thinking about health is biomedical. Illnesses are thought to be the result of specific,
identifiable agents. This can include pathogens (viruses or bacteria), malfunction of the body’s biochemical processes (conditions
such as cancer), or physiological disorders (such as organ failure). In biomedicine as it is practiced in the United States (Western
biomedicine), health is defined as the absence of disease or dysfunction, a perspective that notably excludes consideration of social
or spiritual well-being. In non-Western contexts biomedical explanations are often viewed as unsatisfactory. In his analysis of ideas
about health and illness in non-Western cultures, George Foster (1976) concluded that these ideas could be categorizes into two
main types of ethno-etiology: personalistic and naturalistic."'*!

Ethno-Etiologies: Personalistic and Naturalistic

Personalistic ethno-etiologies view disease as the result of the “active, purposeful intervention of an agent, who may be human (a
witch or sorcerer), nonhuman (a ghost, an ancestor, an evil spirit), or supernatural (a deity or other very powerful being).”[ls]
Illness in this kind of ethno-etiology is viewed as the result of aggression or punishment directed purposefully toward an
individual; there is no accident or random chance involved. Practitioners who are consulted to provide treatment are interested in
discovering who is responsible for the illness—a ghost, an ancestor? No one is particularly interested in discovering how the
medical condition arose in terms of the anatomy or biology involved. This is because treating the illness will require neutralizing or
satisfying a person, or a supernatural entity, and correctly identifying the being who is the root cause of the problem is essential for

achieving a cure.

The Heiban Nuba people of southern Sudan provide an interesting example of a personalistic etiology. As described by, S.F. Nadel
in the 1940s, the members of this society had a strong belief that illness and other misfortune was the result of witchcraft.

A certain magic, mysteriously appearing in individuals, causes the death or illness of anyone who eats their grain or spills their
beer. Even spectacular success, wealth too quickly won, is suspect; for it is the work of a spirit-double, who steals grain or livestock
for his human twin. This universe full of malignant forces is reflected in a bewildering array of rituals, fixed and occasional, which
mark almost every activity of tribal life.[®!

Because sickness is thought to be caused by spiritual attacks from others in the community, people who become sick seek

supernatural solutions. The person consulted is often a shaman, a person who specializes in contacting the world of the spirits.
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In Heiban Nuba culture, as well as in other societies where shamans exist, the shaman is believed to be capable of entering a
trance-like state in order to cross between the ordinary and supernatural realms. While in this state, the shaman can identify the
individual responsible for causing the illness and sometimes the spirits can be convinced to cure the disease itself. Shamans are
common all around the world and despite the proverbial saying that “prostitution is the oldest profession,” shamanism probably is!
Shamans are religious and medical practitioners who play important social roles in their communities as healers with a transcendent
ability to navigate the spirit world for answers. In addition, the often have a comprehensive knowledge of the local ecology and
how to use plants medicinally. They can address illnesses using both natural and supernatural tools.

In naturalistic ethno-etiologies, diseases are thought to be the result of natural forces such as “cold, heat, winds, dampness, and
above all, by an upset in the balance of the basic body elements.”l17] The ancient Greek idea that health results from a balance
between the four humors is an example of a naturalistic explanation. The concept of the yin and yang, which represent opposite but
complementary energies, is a similar idea from traditional Chinese medicine. Achieving balance or harmony between these two
forces is viewed as essential to physical and emotional health. Unlike personalistic explanations, practitioners who treat illness in
societies with naturalistic ethno-etiologies are interested in understanding how the medical condition arose so that they can choose
therapeutic remedies viewed as most appropriate.

Emotional difficulties can be viewed as the cause of illness in a naturalistic ethno-etiology (an emeotionalistic explanation). One
example of a medical problem associated with emotion is susto, an illness recognized by the Mixe, an indigenous group who live in
Oaxaca, Mexico, as well as others throughout central America. The symptoms of susto include difficulty sleeping, lack of energy,
loss of appetite and sometimes nausea/vomiting and fever. The condition is believed to be a result of a “fright” or shock and, in
some cases at least, it is believed to begin with a shock so strong that it disengages the soul from the body.['®! The condition is
usually treated with herbal remedies and barrida (sweeping) ceremonies designed to repair the harm caused by the shock itself.[']
Although physicians operating within a biomedical ethno-etiology have suggested that susto is a psychiatric illness that in other
cultural contexts could be labeled anxiety or depression, in fact susto is does not fit easily into any one Western biomedical
category. Those suffering from susto see their condition as a malady that is emotional, spiritual, and physical.l?"!

In practice, people assess medical problems using a variety of explanations and in any given society personalistic, naturalistic, or
even biomedical explanations may all apply in different situations. It is also important to keep in mind that the line between a
medical concern and other kinds of life challenges can be blurry. An illness may be viewed as just one more instance of general
misfortune such as crop failure or disappointment in love. Among the Azande in Central Africa, witchcraft is thought to be
responsible for almost all misfortune, including illness. E.E. Evans-Pritchard, an anthropologist who studied the Azande of north-
central Africa in the 1930s, famously described this logic be describing a situation in which a granary, a building used to store grain
collapsed.

In Zandeland sometimes an old granary collapses. There is nothing remarkable in this. Every Zande knows that termites eat the
supports in course of time and that even the hardest woods decay after years of service. Now a granary is the summerhouse of a
Zande homestead and people sit beneath it in the heat of the day and chat or play the African hole-game or work at some craft.
Consequently it may happen that there are people sitting beneath the granary when it collapses and they are injured...Now why
should these particular people have been sitting under this particular granary at the particular moment when it collapsed? That it
should collapse is easily intelligible, but why should it have collapsed at the particular moment when these particular people were
sitting beneath it...The Zande knows that the supports were undermined by termites and that people were sitting beneath the
granary in order to escape the heat of the sun. But he knows besides why these two events occurred at a precisely similar moment
in time and space. It was due to the action of witchcraft. If there had been no witchcraft people would have been sitting under the
granary and it would not have fallen on them, or it would have collapsed but the people would not have been sheltering under it at
the time. Witchcraft explains the coincidence of these two happenings.?"!

According to this logic, an illness of the body is ultimately caused by the same force as the collapse of the granary: witchcraft. In
this case, an appropriate treatment may not even be focused on the body itself. Ideas about health are often inseparable from
religious beliefs and general cultural assumptions about misfortune.[??}

Is Western Biomedicine An Ethno-Etiology?

The biomedical approach to health strikes many people, particularly residents of the United States, as the best or at least the most
“fact based” approach to medicine. This is largely because Western biomedicine is based on the application of insights from
science, particularly biology and chemistry, to the diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. The effectiveness of biomedical
treatments is assessed through rigorous testing using the scientific method and indeed Western biomedicine has produced
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successful treatments for many dangerous and complex conditions: everything from antibiotics and cures for cancer to organ
transplantation.

However, it is important to remember that the biomedical approach is itself embedded in a distinct cultural tradition, just like other
ethno-etiologies. Biomedicine, and the scientific disciplines on which it is based, are products of Western history. The earliest
Greek physicians Hippocrates (c. 406-370 BC) and Galen (c. 129-c. 200 AD) shaped the development of the biomedical
perspective by providing early insights into anatomy, physiology, and the relationship between environment and health. From its
origins in ancient Greece and Rome, the knowledge base that matured into contemporary Western biomedicine developed as part of
the Scientific Revolution in Europe, slowly maturing into the medical profession recognized today. While the scientific method
used in Western biomedicine represents a distinct and powerful “way of knowing” compared to other etiologies, the methods,
procedures, and forms of reasoning used in biomedicine are products of Western culture. [23]
e
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Figure 2: The Taiyang bladder meridian, one of several meridians recognized in Traditional Chinese medicine. From Shou Hua’s

Jushikei Hakki, 1716, Tokyo
In matters of health, as in other aspects of life, ethnocentrism predisposes people to believe that their own culture’s traditions are
the most effective. People from non-Western cultures do not necessarily agree that Western biomedicine is superior to their own
ethno-etiologies. Western culture does not even have a monopoly on the concept of “science.” Other cultures recognize their own
forms of science separate from the Western tradition and these sciences have histories dating back hundreds or even thousands of
years. One example is Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), a set of practices developed over more than 2,500 years to address
physical complaints holistically through acupuncture, exercise, and herbal remedies. The tenets of Traditional Chinese Medicine
are not based on science as it is defined in Western culture, but millions of people, including a growing number of people in the
United States and Europe, regard TCM as credible and effective.

Ultimately, all ethno-etiologies are rooted in shared cultural perceptions about the way the world works. Western biomedicine
practitioners would correctly observe that the strength of Western biomedicine is derived from use of a scientific method that
emphasizes objectively observable facts. However, this this would not be particularly persuasive to someone whose culture uses a
different ethno-etiology or whose understanding of the world derives from a different tradition of “science.” From a comparative
perspective, Western biomedicine may be viewed as one ethno-etiology in a world of many alternatives.

Techniques for Healing

Western biomedicine tends to conceive of the human body as a kind of biological machine. When parts of the machine are
damaged, defective, or out of balance, chemical or surgical interventions are the preferred therapeutic responses. Biomedical
practitioners, who can be identified by their white coats and stethoscopes, are trained to detect observable or quantifiable symptoms
of disease, often through the use of advanced imaging technologies or tests of bodily fluids like blood and urine. Problems detected
through these means will be addressed. Other factors known to contribute to wellness, such as the patient’s social relationships or
emotional state of mind, are considered less relevant for both diagnosis and treatment. Other forms of healing, which derive from
non-biomedical ethno-etiologies, reverse this formulation, giving priority to the social and spiritual.

In Traditional Chinese Medicine, the body is thought to be governed by the same forces that animate the universe itself. One of
these is chi (qi), a vital life force that flows through the body and energizes the body and its organs. Disruptions in the flow or
balance of chi can lead to a lack of internal harmony and ultimately to health problems so TCM practitioners use treatments
designed to unblock or redirect chi, including acupuncture, dietary changes, and herbal remedies. This is an example of humoral
healing, an approach to healing that seeks to treat medical ailments by achieving a balance between the forces or elements of the
body.
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Communal healing, a second category of medical treatment, directs the combined efforts of the community toward treating illness.
In this approach, medical care is a collaboration between multiple people. Among the 'Kung (Ju/’hoansi) of the Kalahari Desert in
southern Africa, energy known as num can be channeled by members of the community during a healing ritual and directed toward
individuals suffering from illness. Richard Katz, Megan Bisele, and Verna St. Davis (1982) described an example of this kind of
ceremony:

The central event in this tradition is the all-night healing dance. Four times a month on the average, night signals the start of a
healing dance. The women sit around the fire, singing and rhythmically clapping. The men, sometimes joined by the women, dance
around the singers. As the dance intensifies, num, or spiritual energy, is activated by the healers, both men and women, but mostly
among the dancing men. As num is activated in them, they begin to kia, or experience an enhancement of their consciousness.
While experiencing kia, they heal all those at the dance.[24]

While communal healing techniques often involve harnessing supernatural forces such as the num, it is also true that these rituals
help strengthen social bonds between people. Having a strong social and emotional support system is an important element of
health in all human cultures.

Faith and the Placebo Effect

Humoral and communal approaches to healing, which from a scientific perspective would seem to have little potential to address
the root causes of an illness, present an important question for medical anthropologists. What role does faith play in healing? Sir
William Osler, a Canadian physician who was one of the founders of Johns Hopkins Hospital, believed that much of a physician’s
healing ability derived from his or her ability to inspire patients with a faith that they could be cured.?>! Osler wrote:

Faith in the Gods or in the Saints cures one, faith in little pills another, suggestion a third, faith in a plain common doctor a fourth...
If a poor lass, paralyzed apparently, helpless, bed-ridden for years, comes to me having worn out in mind, body, and estate a
devoted family; if she in a few weeks or less by faith in me, and faith alone, takes up her bed and walks, the Saints of old could not
have done more. 25!

In fact, there is a considerable amount of research suggesting that there is a placebo effect involved in many different kinds of
healing treatments. A placebo effect is a response to treatment that occurs because the person receiving the treatment believes it
will work, not because the treatment itself is effective.

In Western biomedicine, the placebo effect has been observed in situations in which a patient believes that he or she is receiving a
certain drug treatment, but is actually receiving an inactive substance such as water or sugar. [*”) Research suggests that the body
often responds physiologically to placebos in the same way it would if the drug was real.”®! The simple act of writing a
prescription can contribute to the successful recovery of individuals because patients trust that they are on a path that will lead to
wellness.[?%) If we consider the role of the placebo effect in the examples above, we should consider the possibility that humoral
and communal healing are perceived to “work” because the people who receive these remedies have faith in them.

An interesting example of the complexity of the mind-body connection is found in studies of intercessory prayer: prayers made to
request healing for another person. In one well-known study, researchers separated patients who had recently undergone heart
surgery into two groups, one containing people who know they would be receiving prayers for their recovery and another group
who would receive prayers without being aware of it. Those patients who knew they were receiving prayers actually had more
complications and health problems in the month following surgery.?”) This reflects an interesting relationship between faith and
healing. Why did the patients who knew that others were praying for them experience more complications? Perhaps it was because
the knowledge that their doctors had asked others to pray for them made patients more stressed, perceiving that their health was at
greater risk.

[ S N
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Figure 3: A boténica store selling herbal folk medicines.
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However, it can also be a lack of faith that drives people to look for alternative treatments. In the United States, alternative
treatments, some of which are drawn from humoral or communal healing traditions, have become more popular among patients
who believe that Western biomedicine is failing them. Cancer research facilities have begun to suggest acupuncture as a treatment
for the intense nausea and fatigue caused by chemotherapy and scientific studies suggest that acupuncture can be effective in
relieving these symptoms.[>") Marijuana, a drug that has a long recorded history of medical use starting in ancient China, Egypt,
and India, has steadily gained acceptance in the United States as a treatment for a variety of ailments ranging from anxiety to
Parkinson’s disease.!*?! As growing numbers of people place their faith in these and other remedies, it is important to recognize that
many alternative forms of healing or medicine lack scientific evidence for their efficacy. The results derived from these practices
may owe as much to faith as medicine.

MENTAL HEALTH

Unlike other kinds of illnesses, which present relatively consistent symptoms and clear biological evidence, mental health disorders
are experienced and treated differently cross-culturally. While the discipline of psychiatry within Western biomedicine applies a
disease-framework to explain mental illness, there is a consensus in medical anthropology that mental health conditions are much
more complicated than the biological illness model suggests. These illnesses are not simply biological or chemical disorders, but
complex responses to the environment, including the web of social and cultural relationships to which individuals are connected.

Medical anthropologists do not believe there are universal categories of mental illness.*3! Instead, individuals may express
psychological distress through a variety of physical and emotional symptoms. Arthur Kleinman, a medical anthropologist, has
argued that every culture frames mental health concerns differently. The pattern of symptoms associated with mental health
conditions vary greatly between cultures. In China, Kleinman discovered that patients suffering from depression did not describe
feelings of sadness, but instead complained of boredom, discomfort, feelings of inner pressure, and symptoms of pain, dizziness,
and fatigue.[34!

Mental health is closely connected with social and cultural expectations and mental illnesses can arise as a result of pressures and
challenges individuals face in particular settings. Rates of depression are higher for refugees, immigrants, and others who have
experienced dislocation and loss. A sense of powerlessness also seems to play a role in triggering anxiety and depression, a
phenomenon that has been documented in groups ranging from stay-at-home mothers in England to Native Americans affected by
poverty and social marginalization.[)

Schizophrenia, a condition with genetic as well as environmental components, provides another interesting example of cross-
cultural variation. Unlike anxiety or depression, there is some consistency in the symptom patterns associated with this condition
cross culturally: hallucinations, delusions, and social withdrawal. What differs, however, is the way these symptoms are viewed by
the community. In his research in Indonesia, Robert Lemelson discovered that symptoms of schizophrenia are often viewed by
Indonesian communities as examples of communication with the spirit world, spirit possession, or the effects of traumatic
memories.*®) Documenting the lives of some of these individuals in a film series, he noted that they remained integrated into their
communities and had significant responsibilities as members of their families and neighborhoods. People with schizophrenia were
not, as often happens in the United States, confined to institutions and many were living with their condition without any
biomedical treatments.

In its multi-decade study of schizophrenia in 19 countries, the World Health Organization concluded that societies that were more
culturally accepting of symptoms associated with schizophrenia integrated people suffering from the condition into community life
more completely. In these cultures, the illness was less severe and people with schizophrenia had a higher quality of life.®”] This
finding has been controversial, but suggests that stigma and the resulting social isolation that characterize responses to mental
illness in countries like the United States affect the subjective experience of the illness as well as its outcomes.>®]

THE EXPERIENCE OF ILLNESS IN PLACE

Social Construction of Iliness

As the above examples demonstrate, cultural attitudes affect how medical conditions will be perceived and how individuals with
health problems will be regarded by the wider community. There is a difference, for instance, between a disease, which is a medical
condition that can be objectively identified, and an illness, which is the subjective or personal experience of feeling unwell.
Tllnesses may be caused by disease, but the experience of being sick encompasses more than just the symptoms caused by the
disease itself. Illnesses are, at least in part, social constructions: experiences that are given meaning by the relationships between
the person who is sick and others.
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The course of an illness can worsen for instance, if the dominant society views the sickness as a moral failing. Obesity is an
excellent example of the social construction of illness. The condition itself is a result of culturally induced habits and attitudes
toward food, but despite this strong cultural component, many people regard obesity as a preventable circumstance, blaming
individuals for becoming overweight. This attitude has a long cultural history. Consider for instance the religious connotations
within Christianity of “gluttony” as a sin.!*” Such socially constructed stigma influences the subjective experience of the illness.
Obese women have reported avoiding visits to physicians for fear of judgment and as a result may not receive treatments necessary
to help their condition.!*?! Peter Attia, a surgeon and medical researcher who delivered a TFD Talk on this subject, related the story
of an obese woman who had to have her foot amputated, a common result of complications from obesity and diabetes. Even though
he was a physician, he judged the woman to be lazy. “If you had just tried even a little bit,” he had thought to himself before
surgery.

Subsequently, new research revealed that insulin resistance, a precursor to diabetes, often develops as a result of the excess sugars
used in many kinds of processed foods consumed commonly in the United States. As Attia observes, high rates of obesity in the
United States are a reflection of the types of foods Americans have learned to consume as part of their cultural environment.[41! In
addition, the fact that foods that are high in sugars and fats are inexpensive and abundant, while healthier foods are expensive and
unavailable in some communities, highlights the economic and social inequalities that contribute to the disease.

Figure 4: AIDS prevention art, Mozambique. The text reads “think of the consequences, change behavior, prevent HIV/AIDS.”

The HIV/AIDS virus provides another example of the way that the subjective experience of an illness can be influenced by social
attitudes. Research in many countries has shown that people, including healthcare workers, make distinctions between patients who
are “innocent” victims of AIDS and those who are viewed as “guilty.” People who contracted HIV through sex or intravenous drug
use are seen as guilty. The same judgment applies to people who contracted HIV through same-sex relationships in places where
societal disapproval of same-sex relationships exists. People who contracted HIV from blood transfusions, or as babies, are viewed
as innocent. The “guilty” HIV patients often find it more difficult to access medical care and are treated with disrespect or
indifference in medical settings compared with superior treatment provided to those regarded as “innocent.” In the wider
community, “guilty” patients suffer from social marginalization and exclusion while “innocent” patients receive greater social
acceptance and practical assistance in responding to their needs for support and care.[}

The stigma that applies to “guilty” patients also ignores the socioeconomic context in which HIV/AIDS spreads. For instance, in
Indonesia, poor women can make considerably more money as sex workers than in many other jobs: $10 an hour as a sex worker
compared to 20 cents an hour in a factory.[*3] Sex work may be the only form of employment available in a patriarchal society. In a
similar way, poverty and a lack of other choices contribute to a decision to engage in sex work in other societies, including in sub-
Saharan Africa where rates of HIV infection are among the highest in the world. Poverty itself is one of the greatest “risk factors”
for HIV infection.[4l The clear relationship between poverty, gender, and HIV infection has been the topic of a great deal of
research in medical anthropology. One example is Paul Farmer’s classic book, AIDS and Accusation: Haiti and the Geography of
Blame (1992), which was one of the earliest books to critically evaluate the connection between poverty, racism, stigma, and
neglect that allowed HIV to infect and kill thousands of Haitians. Projects like this are critical to developing holistic views of the
entire cultural, economic, and political context that affects the spread of the virus and attempts to treat the disease. Partners in
Health, the non-profit medical organization Paul Farmer helped to found, continues to pursue innovative strategies to prevent and
treat diseases like AIDS, strategies that recognize that poverty and social marginalization provide the environment in which the
virus flourishes.

Culture-Bound Syndromes

A culture-bound syndrome is an illness recognized only within a specific culture. These conditions, which combine emotional or
psychological with physical symptoms, are not the result of a disease or any identifiable physiological dysfunction. Instead,
culture-bound syndromes are somatic, meaning they are physical manifestations of emotional pain. The existence of these
conditions demonstrates the profound influence of culture and society on the experience of illness.
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Anorexia

Anorexia is considered a culture bound syndrome because of its strong association with cultures that place a high value on thinness
as a measure of health and beauty. When we consider concepts of beauty from cultures all over the world, a common view of
beauty is one of someone with additional fat. This may be because having additional fat in a place where food is expensive means
that one is likely of a higher status. In societies like the United States where food is abundant, it is much more difficult to become
thin than it is to become heavy. Although anorexia is a complex condition, medical anthropologists and physicians have observed
that it is much more common in Western cultural contexts among people with high socioeconomic status.[45] Anorexia, as a form of
self-deprivation, has deep roots in Western culture and for centuries practices of self-denial have been associated with Christian
religious traditions. In a contemporary context, anorexia may address a similar, but secular desire to assert self-control, particularly
among teenagers.[6]

During her research in Fiji, Anne Becker (2004) noted that young women who were exposed to advertisements and television
programs from Western cultures (like the United States and Australia) became self-conscious about their bodies and began to alter
their eating habits to emulate the thin ideal they saw on television. Anorexia, which had been unknown in Fiji, became an
increasingly common problem."”! The same pattern has been observed in other societies undergoing “Westernization” through
exposure to foreign media and economic changes associated with globalization.[*?]

Swallowing Frogs in Brazil

In Brazil, there are several examples of culture-bound syndromes that affect children as well as adults. Women are particularly
susceptible to these conditions, which are connected to emotional distress. In parts of Brazil where poverty, unemployment, and
poor physical health are common, there are cultural norms that discourage the expression of strong emotions such as anger, grief, or
jealousy. Of course, people continue to experience these emotions, but cannot express them openly. Men and women deal with this
problem in different ways. Men may choose to drink alcohol heavily, or even to express their anger physically by lashing out at
others, including their wives. These are not socially acceptable behaviors for women who instead remark that they must suppress
their feelings, an act they describe as having to “swallow frogs” (engolir sapos).*]

Nervos (nerves) is a culture-bound syndrome characterized by symptoms such as headaches, trembling, dizziness, fatigue, stomach
pain, tingling of the extremities and even partial paralysis. It is viewed as a result of emotional overload: a state of constant
vulnerability to shock. Unexplained wounds on the body may be diagnosed as a different kind of illness known as “blood-boiling
bruises.” Since emotion is culturally defined as a kind of energy that flows throughout the body, many believe that too much
emotion can overwhelm the body, “boiling over” and producing symptoms. A person can become so angry, for instance, that his or
her blood spills out from under the skin, creating bruises, or so angry that the blood rises up to create severe headaches, nausea, and
dizziness. A third form of culture-bound illness, known as peito aberto (open chest) is believed to be occur when a person, most
often a woman, is carrying too much emotional weight or suffering. In this situation, the heart expands until the chest becomes

spiritually “open.” A chest that is “open” is dangerous because rage and anger from other people can enter and make a person sick.
[50]

In stressful settings like the communities in impoverished areas of northeastern Brazil, it is common for people to be afflicted with
culture-bound illnesses throughout their lives. Individuals can suffer from one condition, or a combination of several. Sufferers
may consult rezadeiras/rezadores, Catholic faith healers who will treat the condition with prayer, herbal remedies, or healing
rituals. Because these practitioners do not distinguish between illnesses of the body and mind, they treat the symptoms holistically
as evidence of personal turmoil. This approach to addressing these illnesses is consistent with cultural views that it is the
suppression of emotion itself that has caused the physical problems.

BIOMEDICAL TECHNOLOGIES

In the history of human health, technology is an essential topic. Medical technologies have transformed human life. They have
increased life expectancy rates, lowered child mortality rates, and are used to intervene in and often cure thousands of diseases. Of
course, these accomplishments come with many cultural consequences. Successful efforts to intervene in the body biologically also
have implications for cultural values and the social organization of communities, as demonstrated by the examples below.

Antibiotics and Immunizations

Infectious diseases caused by viruses and bacteria have taken an enormous toll on human populations for thousands of years.
During recurring epidemics, tens of thousands of people have died from outbreaks of diseases like measles, the flu, or bubonic
plague. The Black Death, a pandemic outbreak of plague that spread across Europe and Eurasia from 1346-1353 AD, killed as
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many as 200 million people, as much as a third of the European population. Penicillin, discovered in 1928 and mass produced for
the first time in the early 1940s, was a turning point in the human fight against bacterial infections. Called a “wonder drug” by
Time magazine, Penicillin became available at a time when bacterial infections were frequently fatal; the drug was glorified as a
cure-all.>™ An important factor to consider about the introduction of antibiotics is the change to an understanding of illness that
was increasingly scientific and technical. Before science could provide cures, personalistic and naturalistic ethno-etiologies
identified various root causes for sickness, but the invention of antibiotics contributed to a strengthening of the Western biomedical
paradigm as well as a new era of profitability for the pharmaceutical industry.

The effects of antibiotics have not been completely positive in all parts of the world. Along with other technological advances in
areas such as sanitation and access to clean water, antibiotics contributed to an epidemiological transition characterized by a sharp
drop in mortality rates, particularly among children. In many countries, the immediate effect was an increase in the human
population as well as a shift in the kinds of diseases that were most prevalent. In wealthy countries, for instance, chronic conditions
like heart disease or cancer have replaced bacterial infections as leading causes of death and the average lifespan has lengthened. In
developing countries, the outcome has been mixed. Millions of lives have been saved by the availability of antibiotics, but high
poverty and lack of access to regular medical care mean that many children who now survive the immediate dangers of infection
during infancy succumb later in childhood to malnutrition, dehydration, or other ailments.[>2]

Figure 5: Women and children waiting to enter a medical clinic in Somalia. The clinic is open 2 days each week and treats 400-500
people each day.

Another difficulty is the fact that many kinds of infections have become untreatable as a result of bacterial resistance. Medical
anthropologists are concerned with the increase in rates of infectious diseases like tuberculosis and malaria that cannot be treated
with many existing antibiotics. According to the World Health Organization, there are nearly 500,000 cases of drug resistant
tuberculosis each year.!>>! New research is now focused on drug resistance, as well as the social and cultural components of this
resistance such as the relationship between poverty and the spread of resistant strains of bacteria.

Immunizations that can provide immunity against viral diseases have also transformed human health. The eradication of the
smallpox virus in 1977 following a concerted global effort to vaccinate a large percentage of the world’s population is one example
of the success of this biotechnology. Before the development of the vaccine, the virus was killing 1-2 million people each year.[>*
Today, vaccines exist for many of the world’s most dangerous viral diseases, but providing access to vaccines remains a challenge.
The polio virus has been eliminated from most of the world following several decades of near universal vaccination, but the disease
has made a comeback in a handful of countries, including Afghanistan, Nigeria, and Pakistan, where weak governments,
inadequate healthcare systems, or war have made vaccinating children impossible. This example highlights the global inequalities
that still exist in access to basic medical care.

Because viruses have the ability to mutate and to jump between animals and people, human populations around the world also face
the constant threat of new viral diseases. Influenza has been responsible for millions of deaths. In 1918, a pandemic of the HIN1
flu infected 500 million people, killing nearly 5 percent of the human population.!>> Not all influenza strains are that deadly, but it
remains a dangerous illness and one that vaccines can only partially address.”>®! Each year, the strains of the influenza virus placed
in the annual “flu shot” are based on predictions about the strains that will be most common. Because the virus mutates frequently

and is influenced by interactions between human and animal populations, there is always uncertainty about future forms of the
[57]

virus.
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Reproductive Technologies

Today, the idea of “contraception” is linked to the technology of hormone-based birth control. “The pill” as we now know it, was
not available in the United States until 1960, but attempts to both prevent or bring about pregnancy through technology date back to
the earliest human communities. Techniques used to control the birthrate are an important subject for medical anthropologists
because they have significant cultural implications.

Many cultures use natural forms of birth control practices to influence the spacing of births. Among the 'Kung, for instance, babies
are breastfed for many months or even years, which hormonally suppress fertility and decrease the number of pregnancies a woman
can have in her lifetime. In Enga, New Guinea, men and women do not live with one another following a birth, another practice
that increases the time between pregnancies.!®®! In contrast, cultures where there are social or religious reasons for avoiding birth
control, including natural birth spacing methods, have higher birth rates. In the United States, the Comstock Act passed in 1873
banned contraception and even the distribution of information about contraception.

Although the Comstock Act is a thing of the past, efforts in the United States to limit access to birth control and related medical
services like abortion are ongoing. Many medical anthropologists study the ways in which access to reproductive technologies is
affected by cultural values. Laury Oaks (2003) has investigated the way in which activists on both sides of the abortion debate
attempt to culturally define the idea of “risk” as it relates to women’s health. She notes that in the 1990s anti-abortion activists in
the United States circulated misleading medical material suggesting that abortion increases rates of breast cancer. Although this
claim was medically false, it was persuasive to many people and contributed to doubts about whether abortion posed a health risk
to women, a concern that strengthened efforts to limit access to the procedure.!>!

Other forms of reproductive technology have emerged from the desire to increase fertility. The world of “assisted reproduction,”
which includes technologies such as in vitro fertilization and surrogate pregnancy, has been the subject of many anthropological
investigations. Marcia Inhorn, a medical anthropologist, has written several books about the growing popularity of in vitro
fertilization in the Middle East. Her book, The New Arab Man (2012), explores the way in which infertility disrupts traditional
notions of Arab masculinity that are based on fatherhood and she explores the ways that couples navigate conflicting cultural
messages about the importance of parenthood and religious disapproval of assisted fertility.!5"!

CONCLUSION

As the global population becomes larger, it is increasingly challenging to address the health needs of the world’s population. Today,
1 in 8 people in the world do not have access to adequate nutrition, the most basic element of good health.[5!! More than half the
human population lives in an urban environment where infectious diseases can spread rapidly, sparking pandemics. Many of these
cities include dense concentrations of poverty and healthcare systems that are not adequate to meet demand. [®?! Globalization, a
process that connects cultures through trade, tourism, and migration, contributes to the spread of pathogens that negatively affect
human health and exacerbates political and economic inequalities that make the provision of healthcare more difficult.

Human health is complex and these are daunting challenges, but medical anthropologists have a unique perspective to contribute to
finding solutions. Medical anthropology offers a holistic perspective on human evolutionary and biocultural adaptations as well as
insights into the relationship between health and culture. As anthropologists study the ways people think about health and illness
and the socioeconomic and cultural dynamics that affect the provision of health services, there is a potential to develop new
methods for improving the health and quality of life for people all over the world.

Discussion Questions

1. This chapter describes several examples of diseases that result from interactions between biology and culture such as obesity.
Why is it important to consider cultural factors that contribute to illness rather than placing blame on individuals? What are
some other examples of illnesses that have cultural as well as biological causes?

2. Many cultures have ethno-etiologies that provide explanations for illness that are not based in science. From a biomedical
perspective, the non-scientific medical treatments provided in these cultures have a low likelihood of success. Despite this,
people tend to believe that the treatments are working. Why do you think people tend to be satisfied with the effectiveness of
the treatments they receive?

3. How does poverty influence the health of populations around the world? Do you see this in your own community? Who should
be responsible for addressing health care needs in impoverished communities?
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GLOSSARY

Adaptive: Traits that increase the capacity of individuals to survive and reproduce.

Biocultural evolution: Describes the interactions between biology and culture that have influenced human evolution.

Biomedical: An approach to medicine that is based on the application of insights from science, particularly biology and chemistry.
Communal healing: An approach to healing that directs the combined efforts of the community toward treating illness.
Culture-bound syndrome: An illness recognized only within a specific culture.

Emotionalistic explanation: Suggests that illnesses are caused by strong emotions such as fright, anger, or grief; this is an example
of a naturalistic ethno-etiology.

Epidemiological transition: The sharp drop in mortality rates, particularly among children, that occurs in a society as a result of
improved sanitation and access to healthcare.

Ethno-etiology: Cultural explanations about the underlying causes of health problems.

Ethnomedicine: The comparative study of cultural ideas about wellness, illness, and healing.

Humoral healing: An approach to healing that seeks to treat medical ailments by achieving a balance between the forces, or
elements, of the body.

Maladaptive: Traits that decrease the capacity of individuals to survive and reproduce.

Medical anthropology: A distinct sub-specialty within the discipline of anthropology that investigates human health and health
care systems in comparative perspective.

Naturalistic ethno-etiology: Views disease as the result of natural forces such as cold, heat, winds, or an upset in the balance of
the basic body elements.

Personalistic ethno-etiology: Views disease as the result of the actions of human or supernatural beings.

Placebo effect: A response to treatment that occurs because the person receiving the treatment believes it will work, not because
the treatment itself is effective.

Shaman: A person who specializes in contacting the world of the spirits.

Somatic: Symptoms that are physical manifestations of emotional pain.

Zoonotic: Diseases that have origins in animals and are transmitted to humans.
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6: Gender and Sexuality

4) Learning Objectives

o Identify ways in which culture shapes sex/gender and sexuality.

e Describe ways in which gender and sexuality organize and structure the societies in which we live.

o Assess the range of possible ways of constructing gender and sexuality by sharing examples from different cultures,
including small-scale societies.

e Analyze how anthropology as a discipline is affected by gender ideology and gender norms.

o Evaluate cultural “origin” stories that are not supported by anthropological data.

INTRODUCTION: SEX AND GENDER ACCORDING TO ANTHROPOLOGISTS

Anthropologists'!! are fond of pointing out that much of what we take for granted as “natural” in our lives is actually cultural—it is
not grounded in the natural world or in biology but invented by humans./?! Because culture is invented, it takes different forms in
different places and changes over time in those places. Living in the twenty-first century, we have witnessed how rapidly and
dramatically culture can change, from ways of communicating to the emergence of same-sex marriage. Similarly, many of us live
in culturally diverse settings and experience how varied human cultural inventions can be.

We readily accept that clothing, language, and music are cultural—invented, created, and alterable—but often find it difficult to
accept that gender and sexuality are not natural but deeply embedded in and shaped by culture. We struggle with the idea that the
division of humans into two and only two categories, “male” and “female,” is not universal, that “male” and “female” are cultural
concepts that take different forms and have different meanings cross-culturally. Similarly, human sexuality, rather than being
simply natural is one of the most culturally significant, shaped, regulated, and symbolic of all human capacities. The concept of
humans as either “heterosexual” or “homosexual” is a culturally and historically specific invention that is increasingly being
challenged in the United States and elsewhere.

Part of the problem is that gender has a biological component, unlike other types of cultural inventions such as a sewing machine,
cell phone, or poem. We do have bodies and there are some male-female differences, including in reproductive capacities and roles,
albeit far fewer than we have been taught. Similarly, sexuality, sexual desires and responses, are partially rooted in human natural
capacities. However, in many ways, sexuality and gender are like food. We have a biologically rooted need to eat to survive and we
have the capacity to enjoy eating. What constitutes “food,” what is “delicious” or “repulsive,” the contexts and meanings that
surround food and human eating—those are cultural. Many potentially edible items are not “food” (rats, bumblebees, and cats in
the United States, for example), and the concept of “food” itself is embedded in elaborate conventions about eating: how, when,
with whom, where, “utensils,” for what purposes? A “romantic dinner” at a “gourmet restaurant” is a complex cultural invention.

In short, gender and sexuality, like eating, have biological components. But cultures, over time, have erected complex and elaborate
edifices around them, creating systems of meaning that often barely resemble what is natural and innate. We experience gender and
sexuality largely through the prism of the culture or cultures to which we have been exposed and in which we have been raised.

In this chapter, we are asking you to reflect deeply on the ways in which what we have been taught to think of as natural, that is,
our sex, gender, and our sexuality, is, in fact, deeply embedded in and shaped by our culture. We challenge you to explore exactly
which, if any, aspects of our gender and our sexuality are totally natural.

One powerful aspect of culture, and a reason cultural norms feel so natural, is that we learn culture the way we learn our native
language: without formal instruction, in social contexts, picking it up from others around us, without thinking. Soon, it becomes
deeply embedded in our brains. We no longer think consciously about what the sounds we hear when someone says “hello” mean
unless we do not speak English. Nor is it difficult to “tell the time” on a “clock” even though “time” and “clocks” are complex
cultural inventions.

The same principles apply to gender and sexuality. We learn very early (by at least age three) about the categories of gender in our
culture—that individuals are either “male” or “female” and that elaborate beliefs, behaviors, and meanings are associated with each
gender. We can think of this complex set of ideas as a gender ideology or a cultural model of gender. All societies have gender
ideologies, just as they have belief systems about other significant areas of life, such as health and disease, the natural world, and
social relationships, including family. For an activity related to this section, see Activity 1 in the Teaching Resources of the
Perspectives website.
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FOUNDATIONS OF THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF GENDER
Gender Ideologies, Biology, and Culture

Gender vs. Sex

Words can reveal cultural beliefs. A good example is the term “sex.” In the past, sex referred both to sexuality and to someone’s
biologic sex: male or female. Today, although sex still refers to sexuality, “gender” now means the categories male, female, or
increasingly, other gender possibilities. Why has this occurred?

The change in terminology reflects profound alterations in gender ideology in the United States (and elsewhere). In the past,
influenced by Judeo-Christian religion and nineteenth and twentieth century scientific beliefs, biology (and reproductive capacity)
was literally considered to be destiny. Males and females, at least “normal” males and females, were thought to be born with
different intellectual, physical, and moral capacities, preferences, tastes, personalities, and predispositions for violence and
suffering.[!

Ironically, many cultures, including European Christianity in the Middle Ages, viewed women as having a strong, often
“insatiable” sexual “drive” and capacity. But by the nineteenth century, women and their sexuality were largely defined in
reproductive terms, as in their capacity to “carry a man’s child.” Even late-twentieth-century human sexuality texts often referred
only to “reproductive systems,” to genitals as “reproductive” organs, and excluded the “clitoris” and other female organs of sexual
pleasure that had no reproductive function. For women, the primary, if not sole, legitimate purpose of sexuality was reproduction.*!

Nineteenth and mid-twentieth century European and U.S. gender ideologies linked sexuality and gender in other ways.[>! Sexual
preference—the sex to whom one was attracted—was “naturally” heterosexual, at least among “normal” humans, and “normal,”
according to mid-twentieth century Freudian-influenced psychology, was defined largely by whether one adhered to conventional
gender roles for males and females. So, appropriately, “masculine” men were “naturally” attracted to “feminine” women and vice
versa. Homosexuality, too, was depicted not just as a sexual preference but as gender-inappropriate role behavior, down to gestures
and color of clothing.[] This is apparent in old stereotypes of gay men as “effeminate” (acting like a female, wearing “female”
fabrics such as silk or colors such as pink, and participating in “feminine” professions like ballet) and of lesbian women as “butch”
(cropped hair, riding motorcycles, wearing leather—prototypical masculinity). Once again, separate phenomena—sexual
preference and gender role performance—were conflated because of beliefs that rooted both in biology. “Abnormality” in one
sphere (sexual preference) was linked to “abnormality” in the other sphere (gendered capacities and preferences).

In short, the gender and sexual ideologies were based on biological determinism. According to this theory, males and females
were supposedly born fundamentally different reproductively and in other major capacities and preferences and were “naturally”
(biologically) sexually attracted to each other, although women’s sexual “drive” was not very well developed relative to men’s and
was reproductively oriented.

Rejecting Biological Determinism

Decades of research on gender and sexuality, including by feminist anthropologists, has challenged these old theories, particularly
biological determinism. We now understand that cultures, not nature, create the gender ideologies that go along with being born
male or female and the ideologies vary widely, cross-culturally. What is considered “man’s work” in some societies, such as
carrying heavy loads, or farming, can be “woman’s work” in others. What is “masculine” and “feminine” varies: pink and blue, for
example, are culturally invented gender-color linkages, and skirts and “make-up” can be worn by men, indeed by “warriors.” Hindu
deities, male and female, are highly decorated and difficult to distinguish, at least by conventional masculinist U.S. stereotypes (see
examples and Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 2. Hindu Deities: Vishnu and Goddess Shiva plus avatars.

Women can be thought of as stronger (“tougher,” more “rational”) than men. Phyllis Kaberry, an anthropologist who studied the
Nsaw of Cameroon in the 1940s, said males in that culture argued that land preparation for the rizga crop was “a woman’s job,
which is too strenuous for the men” and that “women could carry heavy loads because they had stronger foreheads.”l”! Among the
Aka who live in the present-day Central African Republic, fathers have close, intimate, relationships with infants, play major roles
in all aspects of infant-care, and can sometimes produce breast milk.!8] As for sexual desires, research on the human sexual
response by William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson established that men and women have equal biological capacities for
sexual pleasure and orgasm and that, because males generally ejaculate simultaneously with orgasm, it is easier for women than
men to have multiple orgasms.[!

Gender: A Cultural Invention and a Social Role

One’s biologic sex is a different phenomenon than one’s gender, which is socially and historically constructed."'%! Gender is a set
of culturally invented expectations and therefore constitutes a role one assumes, learns, and performs, more or less consciously. It is
an “identity” one can in theory choose, at least in some societies, although there is tremendous pressure, as in the United States, to
conform to the gender role and identity linked to your biologic sex.

This is a profound transformation in how we think about both gender and sexuality. The reality of human biology is that males and
females are shockingly similar.['!! There is arguably more variability within than between each gender, especially taking into
account the enormous variability in human physical traits among human populations globally.'! Notice, for example, the
variability in height in the two photos of U.S. college students shown in Figures 3 and 4. Which gender is “taller”? Much of what
has been defined as “biological” is actually cultural, so the possibilities for transformation and change are nearly endless! That can
be liberating, especially when we are young and want to create identities that fit our particular configuration of abilities and
preferences. It can also be upsetting to people who have deeply internalized and who want to maintain the old gender ideology.
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Figure 3: Gender variability: students in a Human Sexuality Class at San Jose State University with Dr. Carol Mukhopadhyay,
2010.

| R "
Figure 4: Gender variability: students in Kalamazoo at Michigan State University, with Dr. Carol Mukhopadhyay, 2010.

The Gender Binary and Beyond

We anthropologists, as noted earlier, love to shake up notions of what is “natural” and “normal.” One common assumption is that
all cultures divide human beings into two and only two genders, a binary or dualistic model of gender. However, in some cultures
gender is more fluid and flexible, allowing individuals born as one biologic sex to assume another gender or creating more than two
genders from which individuals can select. Examples of non-binary cultures come from pre-contact Native America.
Anthropologists such as Ruth Benedict long ago identified a fairly widespread phenomenon of “two-spirit” people, individuals who
do not comfortably conform to the gender roles and gender ideology normally associated with their biologic sex. Among Zuni
people of New Mexico, beginning in the pre-contact era which was a relatively gender-egalitarian horticultural society for example,
individuals could choose an alternative role of “not-men” or “not-women.” A two-spirited Zuni man would do the work and wear
clothing normally associated with females, having shown a preference for female-identified activities and symbols at an early age.
In some, but not all cases, they would eventually marry a man. Early European ethnocentric reports often described it as a form of
homosexuality. Anthropologists suggested more-complex motivations, including dreams of selection by spirits, individual
psychologies, biological characteristics, and negative aspects of male roles (e.g., warfare). Most significantly, these alternative
gender roles were acceptable, publicly recognized, and sometimes venerated.[!3]

Less is known about additional gender roles available to biological women, although stories of “manly hearted women” suggest a
parallel among some Native American groups. For example, a Kutenai woman known to have lived in 1811 was originally married
to a French-Canadian man but then returned to the Kutenai and assumed a male gender role, changing her name to Kauxuma
nupika (Gone-to-the-Spirits), becoming a spiritual prophet, and eventually marrying a woman.''#!

A well-known example of a non-binary gender system is found among the Hijra in India. Often called a third gender, these
individuals are usually biologically male but adopt female clothing, gestures, and names; eschew sexual desire and sexual activity;
and go through religious rituals that give them certain divine powers, including blessing or cursing couples’ fertility and
performing at weddings and births. Hijra may undergo voluntary surgical removal of genitals through a “nirvan” or rebirth
operation. Some hijra are males born with ambiguous external genitals, such as a particularly small penis or testicles that did not
fully descend.!™®!

Research has shown that individuals with ambiguous genitals, sometimes called “intersex,” are surprisingly common. Martha Ward

and Monica Edelstein estimate that such intersex individuals constitute five percent of human births.®! So what are cultures to do
when faced with an infant or child who cannot easily be “sexed?” Some cultures, including the United States, used to force children
into one of the two binary categories, even if it required surgery or hormone therapy. But in other places, such as India and among
the Isthmus Zapotec in southern Oaxaca, Mexico, they have instead created a third gender category that has an institutional identity
and role to perform in society.!'”!
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These cross-cultural examples demonstrate that the traditional rigid binary gender model in the United States is neither universal
nor necessary. While all cultures recognize at least two biological sexes, usually based on genitals visible at birth, and have created
at least two gender roles, many cultures go beyond the binary model, offering a third or fourth gender category. Other cultures
allow individuals to adopt, without sanctions, a gender role that is not congruent with their biological sex. In short, biology need
not be destiny when it comes to gender roles, as we are increasingly discovering in the United States.

Variability Among Binary Cultures

Even societies with a binary gender system exhibit enormous variability in the meanings and practices associated with being male
or female. Sometimes male-female distinctions pervade virtually all aspects of life, structuring space, work, social life,
communication, body decoration, and expressive forms such as music. For instance, both genders may farm, but may have separate
fields for “male” and “female” crops and gender-specific crop rituals. Or, the village public space may be spatially segregated with
a “men’s house” (a special dwelling only for men, like a “men’s club”) and a “women’s house.” In some societies, such as the
Sambia of New Guinea, even when married couples occupy the same house, the space within the house is divided into male and
female areas.!'8)

Women and men can also have gender-specific religious rituals and deities and use gender-identified tools. There are cases of
“male” and “female” foods, rains, and even “languages” (including words, verb forms, pronouns, inflections, and writing systems;
one example is the Nu Shu writing system used by some women in parts of China in the twentieth century)."'®)Gender ideologies
can emphasize differences in character, capacities, and morality, sometimes portraying males and females as “opposites” on a
continuum.

In societies that are highly segregated by gender, gender relationships sometimes are seen as hostile or oppositional with one of the
genders (usually female) viewed as potentially threatening. Female bodily fluids, such as menstrual blood and vaginal secretions,
can be dangerous, damaging to men, “impure,” and “polluting,” especially in ritual contexts. In other cases, however, menstrual
blood is associated with positive power. A girl’s first menstruation may be celebrated publicly with elaborate community rituals, as
among the Bemba in southern Africa, and subsequent monthly flows bring special privileges.?”) Men in some small-scale societies
go through ritualized nose-bleeding, sometimes called “male menstruation,” though the meanings are quite complex.[*!J

Gender Relations: Separate and Unequal

Of course, gender-differentiation is not unique to small-scale societies like the Sambia. Virtually all major world religions have
traditionally segregated males and females spatially and “marked” them in other ways. Look at eighteenth- and nineteenth- century
churches, which had gender-specific seating; at contemporary Saudi Arabia, Iranian, and conservative Malaysian mosques; and at
Orthodox Jewish temples today in Israel and the United States.

Ambivalence and even fear of female sexuality, or negative associations with female bodily fluids, such as menstrual blood, are
widespread in the world’s major religions. Orthodox Jewish women are not supposed to sleep in the same bed as their husbands
when menstruating. In Kypseli, Greece, people believe that menstruating women can cause wine to go bad.’??! In some Catholic
Portuguese villages, menstruating women are restricted from preparing fresh pork sausages and from being in the room where the
sausages are made as their presence is believed to cause the pork to spoil. Contact with these women also supposedly wilts plants
and causes inexplicable movements of objects.!?3! Orthodox forms of Hinduism prohibit menstruating women from activities such
as cooking and attending temple.

These traditions are being challenged. A 2016 British Broadcasting Company (BBC) television program, for example, described
“Happy to Bleed,” a movement in India to change negative attitudes about menstruation and eliminate the ban on menstruating-age
women entering the famous Sabriamala Temple in Kerala.[*!

Emergence of Public (Male) vs. Domestic (Female) Spheres

In large stratified and centralized societies—that is, the powerful empires (so-called “civilizations”) that have dominated much of
the world for the past several thousand years—a “public” vs. “private” or “domestic” distinction appears. The public, extra-family
sphere of life is a relatively recent development in human history even though most of us have grown up in or around cities and
towns with their obvious public spaces, physical manifestations of the political, economic, and other extra-family institutions that
characterize large-scale societies. In such settings, it is easy to identify the domestic or private spaces families occupy, but a similar
public-domestic distinction exists in villages. The public sphere is associated with, and often dominated by, males. The domestic
sphere, in contrast, is primarily associated with women—though it, too, can be divided into male and female spheres. In India, for
example, where households frequently consist of multi-generational groups of male siblings and their families, there often are
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“lounging” spaces where men congregate, smoke pipes, chat, and meet visitors. Women’s spaces typically focus around the kitchen
or cooking hearth (if outside) or at other sites of women’s activities.®! In some cases, an inner court is the women’s area while the
outer porch and roads that connect the houses are male spaces. In some Middle Eastern villages, women create over-the-roof paths
for visiting each other without going “outside” into male spaces.?%!

The gender division between public and private/domestic, however, is as symbolic as it is spatial, often emphasizing a gender
ideology of social separation between males and females (except young children), social regulation of sexuality and marriage, and
male rights and control over females (wives, daughters, sisters, and mothers). It manifests as separate spaces in mosques, sex-
segregated schools, and separate “ladies compartments” on trains, as in India (Figure 5).

Figure 5: A women only train car in India. Photograph by Ajay Tallam, 2007.

Of course, it is impossible to separate the genders completely. Rural women pass through the more-public spaces of a village to
fetch water and firewood and to work in agricultural fields. Women shop in public markets, though that can be a “man’s job.” As
girls more often attend school, as in India, they take public transportation and thus travel through public “male” spaces even if they
travel to all-girl schools (Figure 6). At college, they can be immersed in and even live on campuses where men predominate,
especially if they are studying engineering, computer science, or other technical subjects (Figure 7). This can severely limit Indian
girls’ educational and occupational choices, particularly for girls who come from relatively conservative families or regions.[*”)

One way in which women navigate “male” spaces is by adopting routes, behavior (avoiding eye contact), and/or clothing that
create separation.!”®! The term “purdah,” the separation or segregation of women from men, literally means “veiling,” although
other devices can be used. In nineteenth century Jaipur, Rajasthan, royal Rajput women inhabited the inner courtyard spaces of the
palace. But an elaborate false building front, the hawa mahal, allowed them to view the comings and goings on the street without
being exposed to the public male gaze.

As demand for educating girls has grown in traditionally sexually segregated societies, all-girl schools have been constructed (see
Figure 6), paralleling processes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in the United States. At the university level,
however, prestigious schools that offer high-demand subjects such as engineering often have historically been all-male, excluding
women as Harvard once did.[??] In other cases, there are no female faculty members teaching traditionally male subjects like
engineering at all-women colleges. In Saudi Arabia, women’s universities have taught courses using closed-circuit television to
avoid violating norms of sexual segregation, particularly for young, unmarried women.[3 In countries such as India, gynecologists
and obstetricians have been predominantly female, in part because families object to male doctors examining and treating women.
Thus, in places that do not have female physicians, women’s health can suffer.

,."

Figure 6: All-girls school in Bangalore, India. Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, 1989.
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Figure 7: Management studies graduate students at CUSAT-Cochin University of Science and Technology, Kerala, India.
Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, 1989.

Sanctions, Sexuality, Honor, and Shame

Penalties for deviating from the rules of social separation vary across and within cultures. In small communities, neighbors and
extended family kin can simply report inappropriate behavior, especially between unmarried young adults, to other family
members. More severe and sometimes violent responses by family members can occur, especially if the family’s “honor” is
involved—that is, if the young adults, especially girls, engage in activities that would “shame” or dishonor the family. Honor and
shame are complex concepts that are often linked to sexuality, especially female sexuality, and to behavior by family members that
involves or hints at sexual impropriety. The Turkish film Mustang, nominated for the 2016 best foreign film Academy Award,
offers a good illustration of how concepts of sexualized honor and shame operate.

We hear in the news of “honor killings” carried out by conservative Muslims in countries such as Pakistan and powerfully
portrayed in documentaries such as A Girl in the River: The Price of Forgiveness (2015).13!! But it is not just Islam. Some orthodox
sectors of major religions, including Christianity, Judaism, and Hinduism, may hold similar views about “honor” and “shame” and
impose sometimes violent sanctions against those who violate sexuality-related codes. The brutal 2012 gang rape-murder of a
young woman on a bus in Delhi, though perpetrated by strangers, was rationalized by the men who committed the crime (and their
defense attorney) as a legitimate response to the woman’s “shameful” behavior—traveling on a bus at night with a male friend,
implying sexual impropriety.[3?)

Social separation, sex-segregated schools, and penalties for inappropriate sexual behavior have also existed in the United States and
Europe, especially among upper-strata women for whom female “purity” was traditionally emphasized. Chastity belts in Europe,
whether or not actually used, symbolized the idea that a woman’s sexuality belonged solely to her husband, thus precluding her
from engaging not only in premarital and extra-marital sex but also in masturbation (Figure 8).1*3! In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The
Scarlet Letter, set in mid-sixteenth century Massachusetts, Hester was forced to wear a scarlet A on her dress and to stand on a
public scaffold for three hours a day, a relatively nonviolent but powerful form of shaming and punishment. Stoning women to
death for sexually inappropriate behavior, especially adultery, and other violent sanctions may have occurred in some European
Christian and Jewish communities.

Figure 8: A sketch of a chastity belt, c. 1405.

Rape, so frequent in warfare past and present, also can bring shame to the victim and her family, particularly in sexually
conservative societies. During the 1971 Bangladesh war of independence against Pakistan, East Bengali women who were raped by
soldiers were ostracized by their families because of the “shame” their rape had brought. During the partition of India into India
and Pakistan in 1947, some Sikh families reportedly forced daughters to jump into wells to drown rather than risk being raped by
strangers.[34]

Alternative Models of Gender: Complementary and Fluid

Not all binary cultures are gender-segregated; nor does gender hostility necessarily accompany gender separation. Nor are all
binary cultures deeply concerned with, some might say obsessed with, regulating female sexuality and marriage. Premarital and
extra-marital sex can even be common and acceptable, as among the !Kung San and Trobriand Islanders.>® And men are not
always clearly ranked over women as they typically are in stratified large-scale centralized societies with “patriarchal” systems.
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Instead, the two genders can be seen as complementary, equally valued and both recognized as necessary to society. Different need
not mean unequal. The Lahu of southwest China and Thailand exemplify a complementary gender system in which men and
women have distinct expected roles but a male-female pair is necessary to accomplish most daily tasks (Figure 9). A male-female
pair historically took responsibility for local leadership. Male-female dyads completed daily household tasks in tandem and
worked together in the fields. The title of anthropologist Shanshan Du’s book, Chopsticks Only Work in Pairs (1999), encapsulates
how complementary gender roles defined Lahu society. A single chopstick is not very useful; neither is a single person, man or
woman, in a dual-focused society.36]

Figure 9: Lahu farmers in Chiangmai, Thailand.

Like the Lahu, the nearby Na believe men and women both play crucial roles in a family and household. Women are associated
with birth and life while men take on tasks such as butchering animals and preparing for funerals (Figures 10 and 11). Every Na
house has two large pillars in the central hearth room, one representing male identity and one representing female identity. Both are
crucial, and the house might well topple symbolically without both pillars. As sociologist Zhou Huashan explained in his 2002
book about the Na, this is a society that “values women without diminishing men.”>’!

Figure 10: A Na woman, Sigih Lamu, weeds rice seedlings outside her family’s home in southwest China’s Yunnan Province.
Photograph by Tami Blumenfield, 2002.

=7

Figure 11: Na men carry a wooden structure to be used at a funeral. Photograph by Tami Blumenfield, 2002.

Anthropologists have also encountered relatively androgynous gender-binary cultures. In these cultures, some gender
differentiation exists but “gender bending” and role-crossing are frequent, accepted, and reflect circumstances and individual
capacities and preferences. Examples are the !Kung San mentioned earlier, Native American Washoe in the United States, and
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some segments of European societies in countries such as Sweden and Finland and, increasingly, in the United States.!*®!
Contemporary twenty-first century gender ideologies tend to emphasize commonality, not difference: shared human traits,

flexibility, fluidity, and individual expression.

Even cultures with fairly well-defined gender roles do not necessarily view them as fixed, biologically rooted, permanent,
“essentialist,” or “naturalized” as occurred in the traditional gender ideology in the United States.[3%] Gender may not even be an
“identity” in a psychological sense but, rather, a social role one assumes in a particular social context just as one moves between
being a student, a daughter, an employee, a wife or husband, president of the bicycle club, and a musician.

Cultures also change over time through internal and external forces such as trade, conquest, colonialism, globalization,
immigration, mass media, and, especially, films. Within every culture, there is tremendous diversity in class, ethnicity, religion,
region, education level, and generation, as well as diversity related to more-individual family circumstances, predilections, and
experiences. Gender expectations also vary with one’s age and stage in life as well as one’s social role, even within the family (e.g.,
“wife” vs. “sister” vs. “mother” vs. “mother-in-law” and “father” vs. “son” vs. “brother” vs “father-in-law”). Finally, people can
appear to conform to cultural norms but find ways of working around or ignoring them.

Even in highly male-dominated, sexually segregated societies, women find ways to pursue their own goals, to be actors, and to
push the boundaries of the gender system. Among Egyptian Awlad ‘Ali Bedouin families, for example, women rarely socialized
outside their home compounds or with unrelated men. But within their spheres, they freely interacted with other women, could
influence their husbands, and wrote and sang poetic couplets as expressive outlets.[*”) In some of the poorest and least-developed
areas of central India, where patrilocal extended-family male-controlled households reign, activist Sampat Pal has organized local
rural women to combat violence based on dishonor and gender.*!] Her so-called “Gulabi Gang,” the subject of two films,
illustrates both the possibilities of resistance and the difficulties of changing a deeply embedded system based on gender, caste, and
class system (Figure 12).14? For a related activity, see Activity 2: Understanding Gender from a Martian Perspective.

Figure 12: Gulabi Gang in India.

Unraveling Our Gender Myths: Primate Roots, “Man the Hunter,” and Other “Origin Stories” of Gender and Male
Dominance

Even unencumbered by pregnancy or infants, a female hunter would be less fleet, generally less strong, possibly more prone to
changes in emotional tonus as a consequence of the estrus cycle, and less able to adapt to changes in temperature than males.[**]
—U.S. anthropologist, 1969

Women don’t ride motorcycles because they can’t; they can’t because they are not strong enough to put their legs down to stop it.
[44]

—Five-year-old boy, Los Angeles, 1980

Men hunted because women were not allowed to come out of their houses and roam about in forests.[4°]

—Pre-college student in India, 1990

All cultures have “creation” stories. Many have elaborate gender-related creation stories that describe the origins of males and
females, their gender-specific traits, their relationships and sexual proclivities, and, sometimes, how one gender came to
“dominate” the other. Our culture is no different. The Judeo-Christian Bible, like the Koran and other religious texts, addresses
origins and gender (think of Adam and Eve), and traditional folk tales, songs, dances, and epic stories, such as the Ramayana in
Hinduism and Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew, treat similar themes.

Science, too, has sought to understand gender differences. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a number of
scientists, immersed in Darwinian theories, began to explore the evolutionary roots of what they assumed to be universal: male

@ 0 @ https//socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263266



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263266?pdf

LibreTexts"

dominance. Of course, scientists, like the rest of us, view the world partially through their own cultural lenses and through a
gendered version. Prior to the 1970s, women and gender relations were largely invisible in the research literature and most

researchers were male so it is not surprising that 1960s theories reflected prevailing male-oriented folk beliefs about gender.!*6!

The Hunting Way of Life “Molds Man” (and Woman)

The most popular and persistent theories argued that male dominance is universal, rooted in species-wide gendered biological traits
that we acquired, first as part of our primate heritage, and further developed as we evolved from apes into humans. Emergence of
“the hunting way of life” plays a major role in this story. Crucial

components include: a diet consisting primarily of meat, obtained through planned, cooperative hunts, by all-male groups, that
lasted several days and covered a wide territory. Such hunts would require persistence, skill, and physical stamina; tool kits to kill,
butcher, transport, preserve, and share the meat; and a social organization consisting of a stable home base and a monogamous
nuclear family. Several biological changes were attributed to adopting this way of life: a larger and more complex brain, human
language, an upright posture (and humans’ unique foot and stride), loss of body hair, a long period of infant dependency, and the
absence of “estrus” (ovulation-related female sexual arousal) (Figure 13), which made females sexually “receptive” throughout the
monthly cycle. Other human characteristics purportedly made sex more enjoyable: frontal sex and fleshier breasts, buttocks, and
genitals, especially the human penis. Making sex “sexier,” some speculated, cemented the pair-bond, helping to keep the man
“around” and the family unit stable.[”}

Figure 14: Baboon pair in tree: male-female voluntary relations.

Hunting was also linked to a “world view” in which the flight of animals from humans seemed natural and (male) aggression
became normal, frequent, easy to learn, rewarded, and enjoyable. War, some have suggested, might psychologically be simply a
form of hunting and pleasurable for male participants.*®! The Hunting Way of Life, in short, “molded man,” giving our species its
distinctive characteristics. And as a result, we contemporary humans cannot erase the effects of our hunting past even though we
live in cities, stalk nothing but a parking place, and can omit meat from our diets.

The biology, psychology, and customs that separate us from the apes—all these we owe to the hunters of time past. And, although
the record is incomplete and speculation looms larger than fact, for those who would understand the origin and nature of human
behavior there is no choice but to try to understand “Man the Hunter.”

—Washburn and Lancaster (1974)14%

Gender roles and male dominance were supposed to be part of our evolutionary heritage. Males evolved to be food-providers—
stronger, more aggressive, more effective leaders with cooperative and bonding capacities, planning skills, and technological
inventiveness (tool-making). In this creation story, females never acquired those capacities because they were burdened by their
reproductive roles—pregnancy, giving birth, lactation, and child care—and thus became dependent on males for food and
protection. The gender gap widened over time. As males initiated, explored, invented, women stayed at home, nurtured, immersed
themselves in domestic life. The result: men are active, women are passive; men are leaders, women are followers; men are
dominant, women are subordinate.

Many of us have heard pieces of this Hunting Way of Life story. Some of the men Mukhopadhyay interviewed in Los Angeles in
the late 1970s invoked “our hunting past” to explain why they—and men generally—operated barbeques rather than their wives.
Women’s qualifications to be president were questioned on biological grounds such as “stamina” and “toughness.” Her women

informants, all hospital nurses, doubted their navigational abilities, courage, and strength despite working in intensive care and
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regularly lifting heavy male patients. Mukhopadhyay encountered serious scholars who cited women’s menstrual cycle and
“emotional instability” during ovulation to explain why women “can’t” hunt.

Similar stories are invoked today for everything from some men’s love of hunting to why men dominate “technical” fields,
accumulate tools, have extra-marital affairs or commit the vast majority of homicides. Strength and toughness remain defining
characteristics of masculinity in the United States, and these themes often permeate national political debates.5%] One element in
the complex debate over gun control is the male-masculine strength-through-guns and man-the-hunter association, and it is still
difficult for some males in the United States to feel comfortable with their soft, nurturant, emotional, and artistic sides.[>1]

What is most striking about man-the-hunter scenarios is how closely they resemble 1950s U.S. models of family and gender, which
were rooted in the late nineteenth century “cult of domesticity” and “true womanhood.” Father is “head” of the family and the final
authority, whether in household decisions or in disciplining children. As “provider,” Father goes “outside” into the cold, cruel
world, hunting for work. Mother, as “chief mom,” remains “inside” at the home base, creating a domestic refuge against the

“survival of the fittest” “jungle.” American anthropologists seemed to have subconsciously projected their own folk models onto
our early human ancestors.

Altering this supposedly “fundamental” gender system, according to widely read authors in the 1970s, would go against our basic
“human nature.” This belief was applied to the political arena, then a virtually all-male domain, especially at state and national
levels. The following quote from 1971 is particularly relevant and worthy of critical evaluation since, for the first time, a major
U.S. political party selected a woman as its 2016 presidential candidate (See Text Box 3, Gender and the Presidential Election).

To make women equal participants in the political process, we will have to change the very process itself, which means
changing a pattern bred into our behavior over the millennia.

—Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox[®%

Replacing Stories with Reality

Decades of research, much of it by a new generation of women scholars, have altered our view of the hunting way of life in our
evolutionary past.>®! For example, the old stereotype of primates as living in male-centered, male-dominated groups does not
accurately describe our closest primate relatives, gorillas, chimpanzees, and bonobos. The stereotypes came from 1960s research on
savannah, ground-dwelling baboons that suggested they were organized socially by a stable male-dominance hierarchy, the “core”
of the group, that was established through force, regulated sexual access to females, and provided internal and external defense of
the “troop” in a supposedly hostile savannah environment.[>* Females lacked hierarchies or coalitions, were passive, and were part
of dominant male “harems.”

Figure 15: Rhesus monkeys at the Periyar Reserve in Kerala, India.

Critics first argued that baboons, as monkeys rather than apes, were too far removed from humans evolutionarily to tell us much
about early human social organization. Then, further research on baboons living in other environments by primatologists such as
Thelma Rowell discovered that those baboons were neither male-focused nor male-dominated. Instead, the stable group core was
matrifocal—a mother and her offspring constituted the central and enduring ties. Nor did males control female sexuality. Quite the
contrary in fact. Females mated freely and frequently, choosing males of all ages, sometimes establishing special relationships—
“friends with favors.” Dominance, while infrequent, was not based simply on size or strength; it was learned, situational, and often
stress-induced. And like other primates, both male and female baboons used sophisticated strategies, dubbed “primate politics,” to
predict and manipulate the intricate social networks in which they lived.>!
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Figure 16: Baboon group with infants being carried by male.
Rowell also restudied the savannah baboons. Even they did not fit the baboon “stereotype.” She found that their groups were
loosely structured with no specialized stable male-leadership coalitions and were sociable, matrifocal, and infant-centered much
like the Rhesus monkeys pictured below (see Figure 15). Females actively initiated sexual encounters with a variety of male
partners. When attacked by predators or frightened by some other major threat, males, rather than “defending the troop,” typically

would flee, running away first and leaving the females carrying infants to follow behind (Figures 16).!

Man the Hunter, the Meat-Eater?

The second, more important challenge was to key assumptions about the hunting way of life. Archaeological and paleontological
fossil evidence and ethnographic data from contemporary foragers revealed that hunting and meat it provided were not the primary
subsistence mode. Instead, gathered foods such as plants, nuts, fruits, roots and small fish found in rivers and ponds constituted the
bulk of such diets and provided the most stable food source in all but a few settings (northerly climates, herd migration routes, and
specific geographical and historical settings). When meat was important, it was more often “scavenged” or “caught” than hunted.

A major symposium on human evolution concluded that “opportunistic” “scavenging” was probably the best description of early
human hunting activities. Often, tools found in pre-modern human sites such as caves would have been more appropriate for
“smashing” scavenged bones than hunting live animals.[>”) Hunting, when carried out, generally did not involve large-scale, all-
male, cooperative expeditions involving extensive planning and lengthy expeditions over a wide territorial range. Instead, as among
the Hadza of Tanzania, hunting was likely typically conducted by a single male, or perhaps two males, for a couple of hours, often
without success. When hunting collectively, as occurs among the Mbuti in the Central African rainforest, groups of families likely
participated with women and men driving animals into nets. Among the Agta of the Philippines, women rather than men hunt
collectively using dogs to herd animals to a place where they can be killed.!®®! And !Kung San men, despite what was shown in the
1957 ethnographic film The Hunters, do not normally hunt giraffe; they usually pursue small animals such as hares, rats, and
gophers.

Discrediting the Hunting Hypothesis

Once the “hunting-meat” hypothesis was discredited, other parts of the theory began to unravel, especially the link between male
dominance and female economic dependency. We now know that for most of human history—99 percent of it prior to the invention
of agriculture some 10,000 or so years ago—women have “worked,” often providing the stable sources of food for their family.
Richard Lee, Marjorie Shostak, and others have detailed, with caloric counts and time-work estimates, the significance of women’s
gathering contributions even in societies such as the !Kung San, in which hunting occurs regularly.’®®! In foraging societies that rely
primarily on fish, women also play a major role, “collecting” fish from rivers, lakes, and ponds. The exceptions are atypical
environments such as the Arctic.

%

Figure 17: Collecting firewood in Bansankusu, Democratic Republic of Congo.

Of course, “meat-getting” is a narrow definition of “food getting” or “subsistence” work. Many food processing activities are time-
consuming. Collecting water and firewood is crucial, heavy work and is often done by women (Figure 17). Making and
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maintaining clothing, housing, and tools also occupy a significant amount of time. Early humans, both male and female, invented
an array of items for carrying things (babies, wood, water), dug tubers, processed nuts, and cooked food. The invention of string
some 24,000 years ago, a discovery so essential that it produced what some have called the “String Revolution,” is attributed to
women.[®% There is the “work of kinship,” of “healing,” of “ritual,” of “teaching” the next generation, and emotional “work. All
are part of the work of living and of the “invisible” work that women do.

Nor is it just hunting that requires intelligence, planning, cooperation, and detailed knowledge. Foragers have lived in a wide
variety of environments across the globe, some more challenging than others (such as Alaska). In all of these groups, both males
and females have needed and have developed intensive detailed knowledge of local flora and fauna and strategies for using those
resources. Human social interactions also require sophisticated mental and communication skills, both verbal and nonverbal. In
short, humans’ complex brains and other modern traits developed as an adaptation to complex social life, a lengthy period of child-
dependency and child-rearing that required cooperative nurturing, and many different kinds of “work” that even the simplest
human societies performed.

Refuting Pregnancy and Motherhood as Debilitating

Finally, cross-cultural data refutes another central man-the-hunter stereotype: the “burden” of pregnancy and child care. Women’s
reproductive roles do not generally prevent them from food-getting, including hunting; among the Agta, women hunt when
pregnant. Foraging societies accommodate the work-reproduction “conflict” by spacing out their pregnancies using indigenous
methods of “family planning” such as prolonged breast feeding, long post-pregnancy periods of sexual inactivity, and native herbs
and medicinal plants. Child care, even for infants, is rarely solely the responsibility of the birth mother. Instead, multiple caretakers
are the norm: spouses, children, other relatives, and neighbors.!®!! Reciprocity is the key to human social life and to survival in
small-scale societies, and reciprocal child care is but one example of such reciprocity. Children and infants accompany their
mothers (or fathers) on gathering trips, as among the !Kung San, and on Aka collective net-hunting expeditions. Agta women carry

nursing infants with them when gathering-hunting, leaving older children at home in the care of spouses or other relatives.6?!

In pre-industrial horticultural and agricultural societies, having children and “working” are not incompatible—quite the opposite!
Anthropologists long ago identified “female farming systems,” especially in parts of Africa and Southeast Asia, in which farming is
predominantly a woman’s job and men “help out” as needed.[®*!

In most agricultural societies, women who do not come from high-status or wealthy families perform a significant amount of
agricultural labor, though it often goes unrecognized in the dominant gender ideology. Wet-rice agriculture, common in south and
southeast Asia, is labor-intensive, particularly weeding and transplanting rice seedlings, which are often done by women (Figure
10). Harvesting rice, wheat, and other grains also entails essential input by women. Yet the Indian Census traditionally records only
male family members as “farmers.” In the United States, women’s work on family-owned farms is often invisible.[64]

Women may accommodate their reproductive and child-rearing roles by engaging in work that is more compatible with child care,
such as cooking, and in activities that occur closer to home and are interruptible and perhaps less dangerous, though cooking fires,
stoves, and implements such as knives certainly can cause harm![55] More often, women adjust their food-getting “work” in
response to the demands of pregnancy, breast-feeding, and other child care activities. They gather or process nuts while their
children are napping; they take their children with them to the fields to weed or harvest and, in more recent times, to urban
construction sites in places such as India, where women often do the heaviest (and lowest-paid) work.

In the United States, despite a long-standing cultural model of the stay-at-home mom, some mothers have always worked outside
the home, mainly out of economic necessity. This shifting group includes single-divorced-widowed mothers and married African-
Americans (pre- and post-slavery), immigrants, and Euro-American women with limited financial resources. But workplace
policies (except during World War II) have historically made it harder rather than easier for women (and men) to carry out family
responsibilities, including requiring married women and pregnant women to quit their jobs.[®®] Circumstances have not improved
much. While pregnant women in the United States are no longer automatically dismissed from their jobs—at least not legally—the
United States lags far behind most European countries in providing affordable child care and paid parental leave.

Family and Marriage: A Cultural Construct and a Social Invention

Unraveling the theory of the hunting-way-of-life scenario, especially female dependence on males, undermines the “naturalness” of
the nuclear family with its male-provider-protector and female-domestic-child-care division of labor. More than one hundred years

of cross-cultural research has revealed the varied forms humans have invented for “partnering”—Iliving in households, raising
children, establishing long-term relationships, transmitting valuables to offspring, and other social behaviors associated with
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“family.” Once again, the universality and evolutionary origins of the U.S. form of the human family is more fiction than fact, a
projection of our cultural model of family and gender roles onto the past and onto the entire human species.

Family: Biology and Culture

What is natural about the family? Like gender and sexuality, there is a biological component. There is a biological mother and a
biological father, although the mother plays a significantly larger and longer role from the time of conception through the end of
infant’s dependence. In the past, conception usually required sexual intercourse, but that is no longer the case thanks to sperm
banks, which have made the embodied male potentially obsolete, biologically speaking. There is also a biological relationship
between parents and offspring—again, more obvious in the case of the mother since the baby develops in and emerges from her
body. Nevertheless, DNA and genes are real and influence the traits and potentialities of the next generation.

Beyond those biological “realities,” culture and society seem to take over, building on—or ignoring—biology. We all know there
are biological fathers who may be unaware of or not concerned about their biological offspring and not involved in their care and
biological mothers who, after giving birth, give up their children through adoption or to other family members. In recent decades,
technology has allowed women to act as “surrogate mothers,” using their bodies as carriers for implanted fertilized eggs of couples
who wish to have a child. On the other hand, we all probably know of excellent parents who are not the children’s biological
mothers and fathers, and “legal” parenthood through adoption can have more-profound parenting consequences for children than
biological parenthood.

When we think of good (or bad) parents, or of someone as a really “good mother,” as an “excellent father,” as two “wonderful
mothers,” we are not talking biology. We usually are thinking of a set of cultural and behavioral expectations, and being an
adoptive rather than a biological parent isn’t really the issue. Clearly, then, parenthood, mother-father relationships, and other
kinship relationships (with siblings, grandparents, and uncles-aunts) are not simply rooted in biology but are also social roles, legal
relationships, meanings and expectations constructed by human cultures in specific social and historical contexts. This is not to
deny the importance of kinship; it is fundamental, especially in small-scale pre-industrial societies. But kinship is as much about
culture as it is about biology. Biology, in a sense, is only the beginning—and may not be necessary.

Marriage also is not “natural.” It is a cultural invention that involves various meanings and functions in different cultural contexts.
We all know that it is not necessary to be married to have sex or to have children. Indeed, in the United States, a growing number of
women who give birth are not married, and the percent of unmarried women giving birth is higher in many northwestern European
countries such as Sweden.[”! Cross-culturally, marriage seems to be primarily about societal regulation of relationships—a social
contract between two individuals and, often, their families, that specifies rights and obligations of married individuals and of the
offspring that married women produce. Some anthropologists have argued that marriage IS primarily about children and
“descent”—who will “own” children.'®®! To whom will they belong? With what rights, obligations, social statuses, access to
resources, group identities, and all the other assets—and liabilities—that exist within a society? Children have historically been
essential for family survival—for literal reproduction and for social reproduction.

Think, for a moment, about our taken-for-granted assumptions about to whom children belong.!%%] Clearly, children emerge from a
woman’s body and, indeed, after approximately nine months, it is her body that has nurtured and “grown” this child. But who
“owns” that child legally—to whom it “belongs” and the beliefs associated with how it was conceived and about who played a role
in its conception—is not a biological given. Not in human societies. One fascinating puzzle in human evolution is how females lost
control over their sexuality and their offspring! Why do so many, though not all, cultural theories of procreation consider women’s
role as minor, if not irrelevant—not as the “seed,” for example, but merely as a “carrier” of the male seed she will eventually
“deliver” to its “owner”? Thus, having a child biologically is not equivalent to social “ownership.” Marriage, cross-culturally, deals
with social ownership of offspring. What conditions must be met? What exchanges must occur, particularly between families or
kinship groups, for that offspring to be theirs, his, hers—for it to be a legitimate “heir”?

Marriage is, then, a “contract,” usually between families, even if unwritten. Throughout most of human history, kinship groups and,
later, religious institutions have regulated marriage. Most major religions today have formal laws and marriage “contracts,” even in
societies with “civil” marriage codes. In some countries, like India, there is a separate marriage code for each major religion in
addition to a secular, civil marriage code. Who children “belong to” is rarely solely about biology, and when biology is involved, it
is biology shaped by society and culture. The notion of an “illegitimate” child in the United States has not been about biology but
about “legitimacy,” that is, whether the child was the result of a legally recognized relationship that entitled offspring to certain
rights, including inheritance.
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From this perspective, what we think of as a “normal” or “natural” family in the United States is actually a culturally and
historically specific, legally codified set of relationships between two individuals and, to some extent, their families. Cross-
culturally, the U.S. (and “traditional” British-Euro-American) nuclear family is quite unusual and atypical. Married couples in the
United States “ideally” establish a separate household, a nuclear-family-based household, rather than living with one spouse’s
parents and forming a larger multi-generational household, often referred to as an “extended” family, which is the most common
form of family structure. In addition, U.S. marriages are monogamous—Ilegally, one may have only one husband or wife at a time.
But a majority of societies that have been studied by anthropologists have allowed polygamy (multiple spouses). Polygyny (one
husband, multiple wives) is most common but polyandry (one wife, multiple husbands) also occurs; occasionally marriages involve
multiple husbands and multiple wives. Separate spouses, particularly wives, often have their own dwelling space, commonly shared
with their children, but usually live in one compound, with their husbands’ parents and his relatives. Across cultures, then, most
households tend to be versions of extended-family-based groups.

These two contrasts alone lead to families in the United States that are smaller and focused more on the husband-wife (or spousal)
and parent-child relationships; other relatives are more distant, literally and often conceptually. They are also more
“independent”—or, some would say, more dependent on a smaller set of relationships to fulfill family responsibilities for work,
child care, finances, emotional companionship, and even sexual obligations. Other things being equal, the death or loss of a spouse
in a “traditional” U.S. family has a bigger impact than such a loss in an extended family household (see Text Box 1). On the other
hand, nuclear families own and control their incomes and other assets, unlike many extended families in which those are jointly
held. This ownership and control of resources can give couples and wives in nuclear families greater freedom.

There are other cross-cultural variations in family, marriage and kinship: in expectations for spouses and children, exchanges
between families, inheritance rules, marriage rituals, ideal ages and characteristics of spouses, conditions for dissolving a marriage
and remarriage after a spouse’s death, attitudes about premarital, extra-marital, and marital sexuality, and so forth. How “descent”
is calculated is a social-cultural process that carves out a smaller “group” of “kin” from all of the potential relatives in which
individuals have rights (e.g., to property, assistance, political representation) and obligations (economic, social). Often there are
explicit norms about who one should and should not marry, including which relatives. Marriage between people we call “cousins”
is common cross-culturally. These variations in the definition of marriage and family reflect what human cultures do with the
biological “facts of life,” creating many different kinds of marriage, family, and kinship systems.

Another major contrast between the U.S. and many other cultures is that our husband-wife relationship is based on free choice and
“romantic love.” Marriages are arranged by the couple and reflect their desires rather than the desires of larger societal groups. Of
course, even in the United States, that has never been entirely the case. Informal prohibitions, often imposed by families, have
shaped (and continue to shape) individual choices, such as marrying outside one’s religion, racial/ethnic group, and socio-economic
class or within one’s gender. Some religions explicitly forbid marrying someone from another religion. But U.S. formal
government prohibitions have also existed, such as laws against inter-racial marriage, which were only declared unconstitutional in
1967 (Loving v. Virginia).

These so-called anti-miscegenation laws, directed mainly at European-American and African-Americans, were designed to
preserve the race-based system of social stratification in the United States.[”%! They did not affect both genders equally but reflected
the intersection of gender with class and racial inequality. During slavery, most inter-racial sexual activity was initiated by Euro-
American males. It was not uncommon for male slave owners to have illicit, often forced sexual relations with female slaves. The
laws were created so that children of slave women inherited their mother’s racial and slave status, thereby also adding to the slave
property of the “father.”

Euro-American women’s relationships with African-American men, though far less frequent and usually voluntary, posed special
problems. Offspring would inherit the mother’s “free” status and increase the free African-American population or possibly end up
“passing” as “White.” Social and legal weapons were used to prevent such relationships. Euro-American women, especially poorer
women, who were involved sexually with African-American men were stereotyped as prostitutes, sexually depraved, and outcasts.
Laws were passed that fined them for such behavior or required them to work as indentured servants for the child’s father’s slave
owner; other laws prohibited cohabitation between a “White” and someone of African descent.

Post-slavery anti-miscegenation laws tried to preserve the “color line” biologically by outlawing mating and to maintain the legal
“purity” and status of Euro-American lineages by outlawing inter-racial marriage. In reality, of course, inter-racial mating
continued, but inter-racial offspring did not have the rights of “legitimate” children. By the 1920s, some states, like Virginia, had
outlawed “Whites” from marrying anyone who had a “single drop” of African blood. By 1924, 38 states had outlawed Black-White
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marriages, and as late as the 1950s, inter-racial marriage bans existed in almost half of the states and had been extended to Native
Americans, Mexicans, “East Indians,” Malays, and other groups designated “not White.””"

Overall, stratified inegalitarian societies tend to have the strictest controls over marriage. Such control is especially common when
some groups are considered inherently superior to others, be it racially, castes, or “royal” blood. Patriarchal societies closely
regulate and restrict premarital sexual contacts of women, especially higher-status women. One function of marriage in these
societies is to reproduce the existing social structure, partially by insuring that marriages and any offspring resulting from them will
maintain and potentially increase the social standing of the families involved. Elite, dominant groups have the most to lose in terms
of status and wealth, including inheritances. “Royalty” in Britain, for example, traditionally are not supposed to marry
“commoners” so as to ensure that the royal “blood,” titles, and other privileges remain in the “royal” family.

Cross-culturally, even in small-scale societies that are relatively egalitarian such as the San and the Trobriand Islanders studied by
Annette Weiner, marriage is rarely a purely individual choice left to the wishes—and whims of, or “electricity” between—the two
spouses.”?! This is not to say that spouses never have input or prior contact; they may know each other and even have grown up
together. In most societies, however, a marriage usually has profound social consequences and is far too important to be “simply”
an individual choice. Since marriages affect families and kin economically, socially, and politically, family members (especially
elders) play a major role in arranging marriages along lines consistent with their own goals and using their own criteria. Families
sometimes arrange their children’s marriages when the children are quite young. In Nuosu communities of southwest China, some
families held formal engagement ceremonies for babies to, ideally, cement a good cross-cousin partnership, though no marital
relationship would occur until much later.[”3 There also can be conventional categories of relatives who are supposed to marry
each other so young girls might know that their future husbands will be particular cousins, and the girls might play or interact with
them at family functions as children.!”*!

This does not mean that romantic love is purely a recent or U.S. and European phenomenon. Romantic love is widespread even in
cultures that have strong views on arranging marriages. Traditional cultures in India, both Hindu and Muslim, are filled with “love
stories” expressed in songs, paintings, and famous temple sculptures. One of the most beautiful buildings in the world, the Taj
Mabhal, is a monument to Shah Jahan’s love for his wife. Where young girls’ marriages are arranged, often to older men (as among
the Maasai), we know that those girls, once married, sometimes take “lovers” about whom they sing “love songs” and with whom
they engage in sexual relations.!”®! Truly, romantic love, sex, and marriage can exist independently.

Nevertheless, cross-culturally and historically, marriages based on free choice and romantic love are relatively unusual and recent.
Clearly, young people all over the world are attracted to the idea, which is “romanticized” in Bollywood films, popular music,
poetry, and other forms of contemporary popular culture. No wonder so many families—and conservative social and religious
groups—are concerned, if not terrified, of losing control over young people’s mating and marriage behavior (see, for example, the
excellent PBS documentary The World before Her).l”8] A social revolution is truly underway and we haven’t even gotten to same-
sex sex and same-sex marriage.

X Text Box 1: What Can We Learn from the Na? Shattering Ideas about Family and Relationships

By Tami Blumenfield

We have certain expectations about the trajectories of relationships and family life in the United States—young people meet,
fall in love, purchase a diamond, and then marry. To some extent, this specific view of family is changing as same-sex
relationships and no-longer-new reproductive technologies expand our views of what family can and cannot be. Still, quite
often, we think about family in a rigid, heteronormative context, assuming that everyone wants the same thing.What if we
think about family in an entirely different way? In fact, many people already do. In 2014, 10 percent of American adults lived
in cohabitating relationships. Meanwhile, 51 percent were married in state-endorsed relationships, and that percentage has been
dropping fast.””! Those numbers may sound familiar as part of politicians’ “focus on the family,” decrying the number of
children born to unmarried parents and bemoaning the weakening of an institution they hold dear (even though their colleagues
are frequently exposed in the news for sexual indiscretions).It is true that adults with limited resources face challenges raising
children when they have limited access to affordable, high-quality child care. They struggle when living wage jobs migrate to
other countries or other states where workers earn less. In an economic system that encourages concentration of resources in a
tiny fraction of the population, it is no wonder that they struggle. But is the institution of marriage really to blame? The number
of cohabitating unmarried individuals is high in many parts of Europe as well, but with better support structures in place,
parents fare much better. They enjoy parental leave policies that mandate their jobs be held for them upon return from leave.
They also benefit from strong educational systems and state-subsidized child care, and their children enjoy better outcomes
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than ours.Critics see the “focus on the family” by U.S. politicians as a convenient political trick that turns attention away from
crucial policy issues and refocuses it on the plight of the institution of marriage and the fate of the nation’s children. Few
people can easily dismiss these concerns, even if they do not reflect their own lived realities. And besides, the family model
trumpeted by politicians as lost is but one form of family that is not universal even in the United States, much less among all
human groups, as sociologist Stephanie Coontz convincingly argued in books including The Way We Never Were (1992) and
The Way We Really Are (1997).

In fact, the “focus on family” ignores the diverse ways peoples on this continent have organized their relationships. For Hopi, a
Native American group living in what is today the southwestern United States, for example, it is their mother’s kin rather than
their husbands’ from whom they draw support. The Navajo, Kiowa, and Iroquois Native American cultures all organize their
family units and arrange their relationships differently.Na people living in the foothills of the Himalayas have many ways to
structure family relationships. One relationship structure looks like what we might expect in a place where people make their
living from the land and raise livestock to sustain themselves. Young adults marry, and brides sometimes moves into the
husband’s childhood home and live with his parents. They have children, who live with them, and they work together. A
second Na family structure looks much less familiar: young adults live in large, extended family households with several
generations and form romantic relationships with someone from another household. When they are ready, the young man seeks
permission to spend the night in the young woman’s room. If both parties desire, their relationship can evolve into a long-term
one, but they do not marry and do not live together in the same household. When a child is conceived, or before if the couple
chooses, their relationship moves from a secretive one to one about which others know. Even so, the young man rarely spends
daylight hours with his partner. Instead, he returns to his own family’s home to help with farming and other work there. The
state is not involved in their relationship, and their money is not pooled either, though presents change hands. If either partner
becomes disenchanted with the other, the relationship need not persist. Their children remain in the mother’s home, nurtured
by adults who love them deeply—not just by their mothers but also by their grandmothers, maternal aunts, maternal uncles,
and often older cousins as well. They enjoy everyday life with an extended family (Figure 18). The third Na family structure
mixes the preceding two systems. Someone joins a larger household as a spouse. Perhaps the family lacked enough women or
men to manage the household and farming tasks adequately or the couple faced pressure from the government to marry.

ol
Figure 18: Na grandmother with her maternal grandchildren. They live in the same household, along with the grandmother’s
adult sons and her daughter, the children’s mother. Photograph by Tami Blumenfield, 2002.
As an anthropologist who has done fieldwork in Na communities since 2001, I can attest to the loving and nurturing families
their system encourages. It protects adults as well as children. Women who are suffering in a relationship can end it with
limited consequences for their children, who do not need to relocate to a new house and adjust to a new lifestyle. Lawyers need
not get involved, as they often must in divorce cases elsewhere in the world. A man who cannot afford to build a new house for
his family—a significant pressure for people in many areas of China that prevents young men from marrying or delays their
marriages—can still enjoy a relationship or can choose, instead, to devote himself to his role as an uncle. Women and men who
do not feel the urge to pursue romantic lives are protected in this system as well; they can contribute to their natal families
without having to worry that no one will look out for them as they age.

Like any system composed of real people, Na systems are not perfect, and neither are the people who represent them. In the
last few decades, people have flocked to Lugu Lake hoping to catch a glimpse of this unusual society, and many tourists and
tour guides have mistakenly taken Na flexibility in relationships as signifying a land of casual sex with no recognition of
paternity. These are highly problematic assumptions that offend my Na acquaintances deeply. Na people have fathers and know
who they are, and they often enjoy close relationships despite living apart. In fact, fathers are deeply involved in children’s
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lives and often participate in everyday child-rearing activities. Of course, as in other parts of the world, some fathers participate
more than others. Fathers and their birth families also take responsibility for contributing to school expenses and make other
financial contributions as circumstances permit. Clearly, this is not a community in which men do not fulfill responsibilities as
fathers. It is one in which the responsibilities and how they are fulfilled varies markedly from those of fathers living in other
places and cultures.

Though problems exist in Na communities and their relationship patterns are already changing and transforming them, it is
encouraging that so many people can live satisfied lives in this flexible system. The Na shatter our expectations about how
families and relationships should be organized. They also inspire us to ask whether we can, and should, adapt part of their
ethos into our own society.[”8]

For more information, see the TEDx FurmanU presentation by Tami Blumenfiel

Male Dominance: Universal and Biologically Rooted?

Unraveling the myth of the hunting way of life and women’s dependence on male hunting undermined the logic behind the
argument for biologically rooted male dominance. Still, for feminist scholars, the question of male dominance remained important.
Was it universal, “natural,” inevitable, and unalterable? Were some societies gender-egalitarian? Was gender inequality a cultural
phenomenon, a product of culturally and historically specific conditions?

Research in the 1970s and 1980s addressed these questions.[”9] Some argued that “sexual asymmetry” was universal and resulted
from complex cultural processes related to women’s reproductive roles.[8% Others presented evidence of gender equality in small-
scale societies (such as the !'Kung San and Native American Iroquois) but argued that it had disappeared with the rise of private
property and “the state.”[8] Still others focused on evaluating the “status of women” using multiple “variables” or identifying “key
determinants” (e.g., economic, political, ecological, social, and cultural) of women’s status.”[82] By the late 1980s, scholars realized
how difficult it was to define, much less measure, male dominance across cultures and even the “status of women” in one culture.

Think of our own society or the area in which you live. How would you go about assessing the “status of women” to determine
whether it is male-dominated? What would you examine? What information would you gather and from whom? What difficulties
might you encounter when making a judgment? Might men and women have different views? Then imagine trying to compare the
status of women in your region to the status of women in, let’s say, the Philippines, Japan, or China or in a kin-based, small society
like that of the Minangkabau living in Indonesia and the 'Kung San in Botswana. Next, how might Martians, upon arriving in your
city, decide whether you live in a “male dominated” culture? What would they notice? What would they have difficulty
deciphering? This experiment gives you an idea of what anthropologists confronted—except they were trying to include all
societies that ever existed. Many were accessible only through archaeological and paleontological evidence or through historical
records, often made by travelers, sailors, or missionaries. Surviving small-scale cultures were surrounded by more-powerful
societies that often imposed their cultures and gender ideologies on those under their control.

For example, the !Kung San of Southern Africa when studied by anthropologists, had already been pushed by European colonial
rulers into marginal areas. Most were living on “reserves” similar to Indian reservations in the United States. Others lived in market
towns and were sometimes involved in the tourist industry and in films such as the ethnographically flawed and ethnocentric film
The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980). !Kung San women at the time were learning European Christian ideas about sexuality, clothing,
and covering their breasts, and children were attending missionary-established schools, which taught the church’s and European
views of gender and spousal roles along with the Bible, Jesus, and the Virgin Mary. During the struggle against apartheid in South
Africa, the South African military tried to recruit San to fight against the South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO),
taunting reluctant !Kung San men by calling them “chicken” and assuming, erroneously, that the !Kung San shared their “tough
guys / tough guise” version of masculinity.!!

Given the complexity of evaluating “universal male dominance,” scholars abandoned the search for simple “global” answers, for
key “determinants” of women’s status that would apply to all societies. A 1988 Annual Review of Anthropology article by
Mukhopadhyay and Higgins concluded that “One of the profound realizations of the past ten years is that the original questions,
still unanswerable, may be both naive and inappropriate.”'®! Among other things, the concept of “status” contains at least five
separate, potentially independent components: economics, power/authority, prestige, autonomy, and gender ideologies/beliefs.
One’s life-cycle stage, kinship role, class, and other socio-economic and social-identity variables affect one’s gender status. Thus,
even within a single culture, women’s lives are not uniform.

[85]
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New Directions in the Anthropology of Gender

More-recent research has been focused on improving the ethnographic and archaeological record and re-examining old material.
Some have turned from cause-effect relations to better understanding how gender systems work and focusing on a single culture or
cultural region. Others have explored a single topic, such as menstrual blood and cultural concepts of masculinity and infertility
across cultures.[86]

Many American anthropologists “returned home,” looking with fresh eyes at the diversity of women’s lives in their own society:
working-class women, immigrant women, women of various ethnic and racial groups, and women in different geographic regions
and occupations.’®”) Some ethnographers, for example, immersed themselves in the abortion debates, conducting fieldwork to
understand the perspective and logic behind pro-choice and anti-choice activists in North Dakota. Others headed to college
campuses, studying the “culture of romance” or fraternity gang rape.[®® Peggy Sanday’s work on sexual coercion, including her
cross-cultural study of rape-prone societies, was followed by other studies of power-coercion-gender relationships, such as using
new reproductive technologies for selecting the sex of children.!®°!

Many previously unexplored areas such as the discourse around reproduction, representations of women in medical professions,
images in popular culture, and international development policies (which had virtually ignored gender) came under critical scrutiny.
1901 Others worked on identifying complex local factors and processes that produce particular configurations of gender and gender
relations, such as the patrifocal (male-focused) cultural model of family in many parts of India.®"! Sexuality studies expanded,
challenging existing binary paradigms, making visible the lives of lesbian mothers and other traditionally marginalized sexualities

and identities.%%]

The past virtual invisibility of women in archaeology disappeared as a host of new studies was published, often by feminist
anthropologists, including a pioneering volume by Joan Gero and Margaret Conkey, Engendering Archaeology: Women and
Prehistory. That book gave rise to a multi-volume series specifically on gender and archaeology edited by Sarah Nelson.
Everything from divisions of labor to power relations to sexuality could be scrutinized in the archaeological record.®®!

Some anthropologists argued that there are recurring patterns despite the complexity and variability of human gender systems. One
is the impact of women’s economic contributions on their power, prestige, and autonomy.[®* Women’s work, alone, does not
necessarily give them control or ownership of what they produce. It is not always valued and does not necessarily lead to political
power. Women in many cultures engage in agricultural labor, but the fields are often owned and controlled by their husbands’
families or by a landlord, as in many parts of India and Iran.[®®
foraging and some horticultural societies, on the other hand, recognize women’s economic and reproductive contributions, and that

! The women have little authority, prestige, or autonomy.!*®! Many

recognition may reflect relative equality in other spheres as well, including sexuality. Gender relations seem more egalitarian,
overall, in small-scale societies such as the San, Trobrianders, and Na, in part because they are kinship-based, often with relatively
few valuable resources that can be accumulated; those that exist are communally owned, usually by kinship groups in which both
women and men have rights.

Another factor in gender equality is the social environment. Positive social relations—an absence of constant hostility or warfare
with neighbors—seems to be correlated with relatively egalitarian gender relations. In contrast, militarized societies—whether
small-scale horticultural groups like the Sambia who perceive their neighbors as potential enemies or large-scale stratified societies
with formal military organizations and vast empires—seem to benefit men more than women overall.%”] Warrior societies
culturally value men’s roles, and warfare gives men access to economic and political resources.

As to old stereotypes about why men are warriors, there may be another explanation. From a reproductive standpoint, men are far
more expendable than women, especially women of reproductive age.?®! While this theme has not yet been taken up by many
anthropologists, male roles in warfare could be more about expendability than supposed greater male strength, aggressiveness, or
courage. One can ask why it has taken so long for women in the United States to be allowed to fly combat missions? Certainly it is
not about women not being strong enough to carry the plane.[**’

Patriarchy . . . But What about Matriarchy?

The rise of stratified agriculture-intensive centralized “states” has tended to produce transformations in gender relations and gender
ideologies that some have called patriarchy, a male-dominated political and authority structure and an ideology that privileges
males over females overall and in every strata of society. Gender intersects with class and, often, with religion, caste, and ethnicity.
So, while there could be powerful queens, males took precedence over females within royal families, and while upper-class
Brahmin women in India could have male servants, they had far fewer formal assets, power, and rights than their brothers and

husbands. Also, as noted earlier, families strictly controlled their movements, interactions with males, “social reputations,” and
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marriages. Similarly, while twentieth-century British colonial women in British-controlled India had power over some Indian men,
they still could not vote, hold high political office, control their own fertility or sexuality, or exercise other rights available to their
male counterparts."% Of course, poor lower-class lower-caste Indian women were (and still are) the most vulnerable and
mistreated in India, more so overall than their brothers, husbands, fathers, or sons.

On the other hand, we have yet to find any “matriarchies,” that is, female-dominated societies in which the extent and range of
women’s power, authority, status, and privilege parallels men’s in patriarchal societies. In the twentieth century, some
anthropologists at first confused “matriarchy” with matrilineal. In matrilineal societies, descent or membership in a kinship group
is transmitted from mothers to their children (male and female) and then, through daughters, to their children, and so forth (as in
many Na families). Matrilineal societies create woman-centered kinship groups in which having daughters is often more important
to “continuing the line” than having sons, and living arrangements after marriage often center around related women in a
matrilocal extended family household (See Text Box 1, What Can We Learn from the Na?). Female sexuality may become less
regulated since it is the mother who carries the “seed” of the lineage. In this sense, it is the reverse of the kinds of patrilineal,
patrilocal, patrifocal male-oriented kinship groups and households one finds in many patriarchal societies. Peggy Sanday
suggested, on these and other grounds, that the Minangkabau, a major ethnic group in Indonesia, is a matriarchy.101]

Ethnographic data have shown that males, especially as members of matrilineages, can be powerful in matrilineal societies.
Warfare, as previously mentioned, along with political and social stratification can alter gender dynamics. The Nayar (in Kerala,
India), the Minangkabau, and the Na are matrilineal societies embedded in, or influenced by, dominant cultures and patriarchal
religions such as Islam and Hinduism. The society of the Na in China is also matrifocal in some ways. Thus, the larger context,
including contemporary global processes, can undermine women’s power and status.['%? At the same time, though, many societies
are clearly matrifocal, are relatively female-centered, and do not have the kinds of gender ideologies and systems found in most
patriarchal societies.[1%3 Text Boxes 1 and 2 provide examples of such systems.

X Text Box 2: Does Black Matriarchy Exist in Brazil? Histories of Slavery and African Cultural Survivals in Afro-

Brazilian Religion
By Abby Gondek

Candomblé is an Afro-Brazilian spirit possession religion in which Yoruba (West African) deities called orixds are honored at
religious sites called terreiros where the Candomblé priestesses (mdes do santo) and their “daughters” ( filhas do santo) live.
One of the central “hubs” of Candomblé worship in Brazil is the northeastern state of Bahia, where Afro-Brazilns make up
more than 80 percent of the population in the capital city, Salvador. Brazil’s geography is perceived through the lenses of race
and class since Bahia, a majority Afro-Brazilian state, is viewed as underdeveloped, backward, and poor relative to the whiter
and wealthier Southern region.['%In the 1930s, a

Jewish female anthropologist Ruth Landes provided a different perspective about Bahia, one that emphasized black women’s
communal power. During the time in which Landes conducted her research, the Brazilian police persecuted Candomblé
communities for “harboring communists.” The Brazilian government was linked with Nazism, torture, rape, and racism, and
Afro-Brazilians resisted this oppression.l19] Also during this period, debate began among social scientists about whether
Candomblé was a matriarchal religion in which women were the primary spiritual leaders. The debate was rooted in the
question of where “black matriarchy” came from. Was it a result of the history of slavery or was it an African “cultural
survival”? The debate was simultaneously about the power and importance of Afro-Brazilian women in spiritual and cultural
life.

On one side of the debate was E. Franklin Frazier, an African-American sociologist trained at University of Chicago, who
maintained that Candomblé and the lack of legal marriage gave women their important position in Bahia. He believed that
black women had been matriarchal authorities since the slavery period and described them as defiant and self-reliant. On the
other side of the debate was Jewish anthropologist Melville Herskovits, who was trained by German immigrant Franz Boas at
Columbia University. Herskovits believed that black women’s economic roles demonstrated African cultural survivals, but
downplayed the priestesses’ importance in Candomblé.['%! Herskovits portrayed patriarchy rather than matriarchy as the
central organizing principle in Bahia. He argued that African cultural survivals in Brazil came from the patrilineal practices of
Dahomey and Yoruba in West Africa and portrayed Bahian communities as male-centered with wives and “concubines”
catering to men and battling each other for male attention.Ruth Landes and her work triggered the debate about “black
matriarchy” in Bahia. Landes had studied with anthropologists Franz Boas and Ruth Benedict at Columbia University. She
began her studies of Candomblé in 1938 in Salvador, Bahia, working with her research partner, guide, and significant other,
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Edison Carneiro, a scholar of Afro-Brazilian studies and journalist, resulting in publication in 1947 of The City of Women.1'%”]

Landes contended that Afro-Brazilian women were the powerful matriarchal leaders of terreiros de Candomblé. She called
them matriarchal because she argued that their leadership was “made up almost exclusively of women and, in any case
controlled by women.”[1%] Landes claimed that the women provided spiritual advice and sexual relationships in exchange for
financial support from male patrons of the terreiros. She also explained that newer caboclo houses (in which indigenous spirits
were worshipped in addition to Yoruba spirits) had less-stringent guidelines and allowed men to become priests and dance for
the gods, actions considered taboo in the Yoruba tradition. Landes elaborated that these men were primarily “passive”
homosexuals. She looked down on this “modern” development, which she viewed as detracting from the supposedly “pure”
woman-centered Yoruba (West African) practices.'®”)Even Landes’ (controversial) argument about homosexuality was part of
her claim about matriarchy; she contended that the homosexual men who became pais do santo (“fathers of the saint,” or
Candomblé priests) had previously been “outcasts”—prostitutes and vagrants who were hounded by the police. By becoming
like the “mothers” and acting as women, they could gain status and respect. Landes was strongly influenced by both Edison
Carneiro’s opinion and the convictions of Martiniano Eliseu do Bonfim (a revered babalaé or “father of the secrets”) and the
women priestesses of the traditional houses (Gantois, Casa Branca, and Ilé Axé Opé Afonjd) with whom she spent the majority
of her time.

Thus, her writings likely represent the views of her primary informants, making her work unique; at that time, anthropologists
(ethnocentrically) considered themselves more knowledgeable about the cultures they studied than the people in those
cultures.Landes incorporated ideas from the pre-Brazil research of E. Franklin Frazier and Melville Herskovits to contend that
the existence of the matriarchy in Bahia rested on women’s economic positions, sexuality, and capacities, which were
influenced by (1) white slave owners’ preference for black women as heads of families and the inculcation of leadership traits
in black women and not black men and (2) the history of women’s roles as property owners, market sellers, priestesses, and
warriors in West Africa.l"1%.andes’ findings continue to be critiqued in contemporary academic contexts because some
scholars disagree with her matriarchy thesis and her views about homosexual pais and filhos do santo. J. Lorand Matory,
director of African and African-American research at Duke University, has taken one of the strongest positions against Landes,
arguing that she altered the evidence to argue for the existence of the “cult matriarchate.” Matory believes that her division
between “new” and “traditional” houses is a false one and that men traditionally were the leaders in Candomblé. In fact,
Matory contends that, at the time of Landes’ research, more men than women were acting as priests.['!1] In contrast, Cheryl
Sterling sees Landes’ The City of Women as “still relevant today as the first feminist account of Candomblé” and maintains that
Candomblé is a space in which Afro-Brazilian women are the “supreme authority” and that the terreiro is an enclave of
“female power.” The Brazilian state stereotypes black women as socially pathological with “unstable” family structures,
making them “sub-citizens,” but Sterling argues that Candomblé is a space in which female blackness prevails.!112]

Has Civilization “Advanced” Women's Position?

Ironically, some nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers and social scientists, such as Herbert Spencer, have argued that women’s
positions “advanced” with civilization, especially under European influence, at least relative to so-called “primitive” societies. The
picture is complicated, but the opposite may actually be true. Most anthropological studies have suggested that “civilization,”
“colonialism,” “development,” and “globalization” have been mixed blessings for women.""'3! Their traditional workloads tend to
increase while they are simultaneously excluded from new opportunities in agricultural cash crops, trading, and technology.
Sometimes they lose traditional rights (e.g., to property) within extended family kinship groups or experience increased pressure
from men to be the upholders of cultural traditions, whether in clothing or marriage practices. On the other hand, new political,
economic, and educational opportunities can open up for women, allowing them not only to contribute to their families but to delay
marriage, pursue alternatives to marriage, and, if they marry, to have a more powerful voice in their marriages.[''!

Deeply embedded cultural-origin stories are extremely powerful, difficult to unravel, and can persist despite contradictory
evidence, in part because of their familiarity. They resemble what people have seen and experienced throughout their lifetimes,
even in the twenty-first century, despite all the changes. Yet, nineteenth and twentieth century cultural models are also continuously
reinforced and reproduced in every generation through powerful devices: children’s stories; rituals like Valentine’s Day; fashion,
advertisements, music, video games, and popular culture generally; and in financial, political, legal, and military institutions and
leaders. But profound transformations can produce a “backlash,” as in U.S. movements to restore “traditional” family forms,
“traditional” male and female roles, sexual abstinence-virginity, and the “sanctity” of heterosexual marriage.[''>! Some would argue
that backlash elements were at work in the 2016 Presidential and Congressional elections (see Text Box 3).
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Cultural origin stories also persist because they are legitimizing ideologies—complex belief systems often developed by those in
power to rationalize, explain, and perpetuate systems of inequality. The hunting-way-of-life theory of human evolution, for
example, both naturalizes and essentializes male dominance and other gender-related traits and provides an origin story and a
legitimizing ideology for the “traditional” U.S. nuclear family as “fundamental to human social organization and life.” It also can
be used to justify “spousal rape” and domestic violence, treating both as private family matters and, in the past, as male “rights.”
Not surprisingly, elements of the traditional nuclear family model appear in the 2015 U.S. Supreme Court case that legalized same-
sex marriage, especially in the dissenting views. And cultural models of gender and family played a role in the 2016 U.S.
Presidential election. For a related activity, see Activity 3 below.

X Text Box 3: Gender and the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election

By Carol C. Mukhopadhyay

The 2016 presidential election was gender precedent-setting in ways that will take decades to analyze (see for example Gail
Collins). For the first time, a major U.S. political party chose a woman as its presidential candidate. And while Hillary Rodham
Clinton did not win the electoral college, she won the popular vote, the first woman to do so, and by nearly three million votes.
As a cultural anthropologist who has long studied women and politics, I offer a few preliminary observations on the role of
gender in the 2016 presidential election.[!!®!

Women on the Political Leadership Stage

From a positive perspective, for the first time, two women (Republican Carly Fiorina and Democrat Hillary Clinton)
participated in televised presidential primary debates and one went on to the “finals.” Millions of people, including children,
saw articulate, accomplished, powerful women competing with men to be “Commander-in-Chief.” During the 2016
Democratic National Convention, the country watched a major political party and key male leaders celebrate the life and
professional and leadership-relevant achievements of a woman, its presidential nominee. The role-modeling impacts are
enormous—and, one hopes, long-lasting.

The Gendered White House Family

The 2016 presidential campaign challenged, at least momentarily, the traditional, taken-for-granted, gendered institution of the
White House first “family.” What if the president’s spouse were male? This would wreck havoc with the conventional “first
lady” role! Traditionally, the spouse, even if highly educated, becomes the “help mate” and “listener,” handles “domestic
affairs,” organizes and attends important social occasions, and works on gender-appropriate projects such as children’s health.
Hillary Clinton was roundly criticized, as first lady, for venturing beyond the “domestic sphere” and pursuing health care
reform in Bill Clinton’s administration even though she had indisputably relevant professional expertise. Michelle Obama, with
her Harvard law degree and prior career as a lawyer, became best known as “First Mom” and a “fashion-setter” whose clothing
was discussed and emulated. While she was a very positive role model, especially for African-Americans, and developed major
initiatives to combat childhood obesity and promote fresh food, she did not challenge gender conventions. How many girls
remember her professional credentials and achievements?

Had Hillary Clinton won, the need to confront gendered elements of the conventional White House family would have come to
the forefront as the “first gentleman” role gradually evolved. Certainly, no one would have expected Bill Clinton to choose
china patterns, redecorate the living quarters, or become a “fashion trend-setter.”

Consensual Sexual Interactions: Which Century Are We In?

The 2016 presidential campaign stimulated discussion of other often-ignored gender-related topics. Despite some progress,
sexual harassment and sexual assault, including rape, remain widespread in the workplace and on college campuses (cf.
Stanford case, The Hunting Ground). Yet there has been enormous pressure on women—and institutions—to remain silent.

In October 2016, after a video was released of Donald Trump bragging about his ability to sexually grope women he did not
know, the presidential candidate said it was only “locker room talk”...not anything he had ever done. Hearing these denials,
several women, some well-known, came forth with convincing claims that Trump had groped them or in other ways engaged in
inappropriate, non-consensual sexual behavior. Trump responded by denying the charges, insulting the accusers, and
threatening lawsuits against the claimants and news media organizations that published the reports.l'1”] For many women, the
video aroused memories of their own recurring experiences with sexual harassment and assault. After the video was released,
Kelly Oxford started a tidal wave of women unburdening long-kept secrets with her tweet: “Women: tweet me your first
assaults.” Others went on record denouncing Trumps’ talk and behavior, and the hashtag #NotOkay surged on Twitter.
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In a normal U.S. presidential election, the video and repeated accusations of sexual assault would have forced the candidate to
withdraw (as happened with in a previous election). Instead, accusers experienced a backlash not only from Trump
but from some media organizations and Trump supporters, illustrating why women are reluctant to come forth or press sexual
charges, especially against powerful men (see the 1991 ). These voters’ reactions and the
continued willingness of so many others to vote for the candidate suggest that “locker room banter” and unwanted sexual
advances are still considered normal and acceptable among significant segments of our population. After all, “boys will be
boys,” at least in the old (false) baboon stereotype of male behavior! Clearly, we need more public conversations about what
constitutes appropriate and consensual sexually related behavior.

Sexism: Alive and Well

The 2016 presidential campaign revealed that sexism is alive and well, though not always , explicit, or
acknowledged even when obvious (see article by ). The media, both before and after the election, generally
underplayed the impact of sexism despite research showing that sexist attitudes, not political party, were more likely to predict
voters preference for Donald Trump over [118]

The campaign also reflected a persistent double standard. Despite widespread agreement that Hillary Clinton was highly
qualified to be president, her judgment, competence, “stamina,” and even her proven accomplishments were subjected to
scrutiny and criticism not normally applied to similarly experienced male candidates. Additional gender-specific criteria were
imposed: “likeability,” “smiling enough,” “warmth,” and appearance. She did not “look” “presidential’—an image of
leadership that evoked the stereotype baboon model! But being six feet tall with large biceps and acting “tough” and
“aggressive” probably would have disqualified her, as a woman, from the start! Other traits that are acceptable in men—
ambitious, goal-focused, strategic, “wanting” the presidency—were treated as liabilities in Clinton, part of a “power-hungry”
critique, as though women are not legitimately supposed to pursue or hold power.

Patriarchal Stereotypes of Women

Hillary Clinton’s candidacy seems to have activated long-standing patriarchal stereotypes and images of women. One is the
“good vs. bad” woman opposition. The “good” woman is chaste, obedient, nurturing, self-sacrificing, gentle—the Virgin
Mary/Mother figure. The “bad” woman is greedy, selfish, independent, aggressive, and often, sexually active—importantly,
she lies, deceives, is totally untrustworthy. Bad (“nasty”) women in myths and reality must be punished for their
transgressions; they are dangerous to men and threaten the social order.

As a researcher and someone who had many conversations with voters during this election, I was shocked by the intensity and
level of animosity directed at Hillary Clinton. It was palpable, and it went far beyond a normal critique of a normal candidate.
At Republican rallies, mass shouts of “lock her up” and T-shirts and bumper stickers bearing slogans like o
( ) bore a frightening resemblance to violence-inciting hate-speech historically directed at African-Americans and at
Jews, gays, and socialists in Nazi Germany, as well as to hate-filled speech that fueled Medieval European witch-burnings in
which thousands (if not millions), mainly women, were burned at the stake [“burn the witch”].[1191 Clinton was indeed
challenging “traditional” gender roles in U.S. , the workplace, and at home. Patriarchy was being threatened, and many,

though not all, voters found that profoundly disturbing even though they did not necessarily recognize it or admit it.[20]

Beyond that, there is a long tradition of blaming women for personal and societal disasters—for convincing Adam to eat the
forbidden fruit, for the breakup of joint family households in places like India. Women often become the repository for
people’s frustrations when things “go wrong” (Remember the spoiled sausage in Portuguese culture discussed earlier in this
chapter?). Women—Ilike minorities, immigrants, and “evil empires”—are culturally familiar, available targets to which one can
legitimately assign blame, frustration, and even rage, as we saw in the 21

Hillary Clinton as a Symbol of Change

Ironically, Hillary Clinton was depicted and criticized during the campaign as a symbol of the “establishment” while her key
opponents stood for “change.” I think it is just the opposite. Hillary Clinton and her campaign and coalition symbolized (and
embraced) the major transformations—indeed, upheavals—that have occurred in the United States since the 1960s. It is not
just feminism and a new definition of masculinity that rejects the old baboon male-dominance tough-guy model, although that
is one change.l'??! While economic anxiety and “white nationalism” both played roles, the election was also about an
“America” that is changing demographically, socially, religiously, sexually, linguistically, technologically, and ideologically—
changing what constitutes “truth” and reality. For many in rural areas, outside forces—especially the government, run by
liberal, urban elites—are seen as trying to control one’s way of life with gun control, environmental regulations, ending coal
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mining, banning school (Christian) prayer, requiring schools to teach evolution and comprehensive sex education (vs.
abstinence only). Hillary Clinton, her coalition, and her alignment with the Obama White House, not just with its policies but
with an African-American “first family,” symbolized the intersection of all these social, demographic, and cultural
transformations. She truly represented “change.”

Ironically, Clinton’s opponents, even in the Democratic Party, were more “establishment” candidates culturally,
demographically, and in their gender relationships. Bernie Sanders attracted an enormous, enthusiastic following and came
close to winning the Democratic presidential primary. Yet his rhetoric and policy proposals, while unusual in twenty-first
century mainstream politics, resembled the economic inequality, anti-Wall Street, “it’s only about economics” focus of early
twentieth century democratic socialists such as Eugene Debs and Norman Thomas and of progressive Henry Wallace. And, not
surprisingly, Sanders appealed largely to Euro-American demographic groups rather than to the broader spectrum of twenty-
first century voters.

In short, the election and the candidacy of Hillary Rodham Clinton symbolized more than half a century of enormous change—
and a choice between continuing that change or selecting a candidate who symbolized what was traditional, familiar, and, to

many, more comfortable. Whether the transformations of the past fifty years will be reversed remains to be seen.'??!

Discussion

From a global perspective, the United States lags behind many countries in women’s political leadership and representation.
For national legislative bodies, U.S. women constitute only 19 percent of Congress, below the world average of 23 percent,
below the average in the Americas, 28 percent, and far below Nordic countries, 41 percent. The U.S. ranks 104th of 193
countries in the world (see http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm). When it comes to political leadership, over 65 nations have
elected at least one woman as their head of state, including countries with predominantly Muslim, Christian, Jewish, Hindu,
and/or Buddhist populations. (see https://www.theglobalist.com/women-on-top-of-the-political-world/.) Yet the U.S. still has
never elected a woman President (or even Vice-President). Are you surprised by these data or by some of the countries that
rank higher than the United States? Why? What do you think are some of the reasons the US lags behind so many other
countries?

Additional Resources and Links

e Center for American Women and Politics

e Presidential Gender Watch

o Institute for Women’s Policy Research

e Pew Research Institute (U.S. and international data)
e United Nations, UN Women

CONTEMPORARY ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO STUDYING SEXUALITY AND
GENDER

Contemporary anthropology now recognizes the crucial role played by gender in human society. Anthropologists in the post-2000
era have focused on exploring fluidity within and beyond sexuality, incorporating a gendered lens in all anthropological research,
and applying feminist science frameworks, discourse-narrative analyses, political theory, critical studies of race, and queer theory
to better understand and theorize gendered dynamics and power. Pleasure, desire, trauma, mobility, boundaries, reproduction,
violence, coercion, bio-politics, globalization, neoliberal “development” policies and discourses, immigration, and other areas of

anthropological inquiry have also informed gender and sexuality studies. We next discuss some of those trends.!'24!

Heteronormativity and Sexuality in the United States

In the long history of human sexual relationships, we see that most involve people from different biological sexes, but some
societies recognize and even celebrate partnerships between members of the same biological sex.[125] In some places, religious
institutions formalize unions while in others unions are recognized only once they result in a pregnancy or live birth. Thus, what
many people in the United States consider “normal,” such as the partnership of one man and one woman in a sexually exclusive
relationship legitimized by the state and federal government and often sanctioned by a religious institution, is actually
heteronormative. Heteronormativity is a term coined by French philosopher Michel Foucault to refer to the often-unnoticed
system of rights and privileges that accompany normative sexual choices and family formation. For example, a “biologically
female” woman attracted to a “biologically male” man who pursued that attraction and formed a relationship with that man would
be following a heteronormative pattern in the United States. If she married him, she would be continuing to follow societal
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expectations related to gender and sexuality and would be agreeing to state involvement in her love life as she formalizes her
relationship.

Despite pervasive messages reinforcing heteronormative social relations, people find other ways to satisfy their sexual desires and
organize their families. Many people continue to choose partners from the so-called “opposite” sex, a phrase that reflects the old
U.S. bipolar view of males and females as being at opposite ends of a range of characteristics (strong-weak, active-passive, hard-
soft, outside-inside, Mars-Venus).l26] Others select partners from the same biological sex. Increasingly, people are choosing
partners who attract them—perhaps female, perhaps male, and perhaps someone with ambiguous physical sexual characteristics.

Labels have changed rapidly in the United States during the twenty-first century as a wider range of sexual orientations has been
openly acknowledged, accompanied by a shift in our binary view of sexuality. Rather than thinking of individuals as either
heterosexual OR homosexual, scholars and activists now recognize a spectrum of sexual orientations. Given the U.S. focus on
identity, it is not surprising that a range of new personhood categories, such as bisexual, queer, questioning, lesbian, and gay have
emerged to reflect a more-fluid, shifting, expansive, and ambiguous conception of sexuality and sexual identity.

Transgender, meanwhile, is a category for people who identify as a different gender than the one that was assigned to them at
birth. This may entail a social transition or a physical one, using a number of methods. Anthropologist David Valentine explored
how the concept of “transgender” became established in the United States and found that many people who were identified by
others as transgender did not embrace the label themselves. This label, too, has undergone a profound shift in usage, and the high-

profile transition by Caitlyn Jenner in the mid-2010s has further shifted how people think about those who identify as transgender.
[127]

By 2011, an estimated 8.7 million people in the United States identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender.['?®] These
communities represent a vibrant, growing, and increasingly politically and economically powerful segment of the population.
While people who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender—or any of a number of other sexual and gender minorities—
have existed throughout the United States’ history, it is only since the Stonewall uprisings of 1969 that the modern LGBT
movement has been a key force in U.S. society.'*”) Some activists, community members, and scholars argue that LGBT (lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and/or transgender) is a better choice of labels than GLBT since it puts lesbian identity in the foreground—a key
issue because the term “gay” is often used as an umbrella term and can erase recognition of individuals who are not gay males.
Recently, the acronym has been expanded to include LGBTQ (queer or questioning), LGBTQQ (both queer and questioning),
LGBTQIA (queer/questioning, intersex, and/or asexual), and LGBTQAIA (adding allies as well).

Like the U.S. population overall, the LGBTQ community is extremely diverse. Some African-Americans prefer the term “same-
gender loving” because the other terms are seen as developed by and for “white people.” Emphasizing the importance and power of
words, Jafari Sinclaire Allen explains that “same-gender loving” was “coined by the black queer activist Cleo Manago [around
1995] to mark a distinction between ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ culture and identification, and black men and women who have sex with
members of the same sex.”['3%] While scholars continue to use gay, lesbian, and queer and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control
uses MSM (men who have sex with men), “same-gender loving” resonates in some urban communities.

Not everyone who might fit one of the LGBTQQIA designations consciously identifies with a group defined by sexual orientation.
Some people highlight their other identities, as Minnesotans, for example, or their ethnicity, religion, profession, or hobby—
whatever they consider central and important in their lives. Some scholars argue that heteronormativity allows people who self-
identify as heterosexual the luxury of not being defined by their sexual orientation. They suggest that those who identify with the
sex and gender they were assigned at birth be referred to as cisgender.[131] Only when labels are universal rather than used only for
non-normative groups, they argue, will people become aware of discrimination based on differences in sexual preference.

Though people are urging adoption of sexual identity labels, not everyone is embracing the move to self-identify in a specific
category. Thus, a man who is attracted to both men and women might self-identify as bisexual and join activist communities while
another might prefer not to be incorporated into any sexual-preference-based politics. Some people prefer to eliminate acronyms
altogether, instead embracing terms such as genderfluid and genderqueer that recognize a spectrum instead of a static identity. This
freedom to self-identify or avoid categories altogether is important. Most of all, these shifts and debates demonstrate that, like the
terms themselves, LGBTQ communities in the United States are diverse and dynamic with often-changing priorities and makeup.

Changing Attitudes toward LGBTQ People in the United States

In the last two decades, attitudes toward LGBTQ—particularly lesbian, gay and bisexual—people have changed dramatically. The
most sweeping change is the extension of marriage rights to lesbian, gay, and bisexual people. The first state to extend marriage
rights was Massachusetts in 2003. By 2014, more than half of U.S. Americans said they believed same-sex couples should have the
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right to marry, and on June 26, 2015, in Obergefell v. Hodges, the U.S. supreme court declared that same-sex couples had the legal
right to marry.['3?! Few civil rights movements have seen such progress in such a short period of time. While many factors have
influenced the shift in attitudes, sociologists and anthropologists have identified increased awareness of and exposure to LGBTQ
people through the media and personal interactions as playing key roles.['33!

Legalization of same-sex marriage also helped normalize same-sex parenting. Sarah, whose three young children—including a set
of twins—are mothered by Sarah and her partner, was active in campaigns for marriage equality in Minnesota and ecstatic when
the campaign succeeded in 2013 (see Text Box 4).

However, legalization of same-sex marriage has not been welcomed everywhere in the United States. Anthropologist Jessica
Johnson’s ethnographic work profiling a Seattle-based megachurch from 2006 through 2008 initially explored their efforts to
oppose same-sex marriage. Later, she shifted her focus to the rhetoric of gender, masculinity, and cisgender sexuality used by the
church and its pastor.!'3! Official church communications dismissed homosexuality as aberrant and mobilized members to
advocate against same-sex marriage. The church’s efforts were not successful.

Interestingly, activists and gender studies scholars express concern over incorporating marriage—a heteronormative institution
some consider oppressive—into queer spaces not previously governed by state authority. These concerns may be overshadowed by
a desire for normative lives and legal protections, but as sociologist Tamara Metz and others have argued, legally intertwining
passion, romance, sexual intimacy, and economic rights and responsibilities is not necessarily a move in the right direction.['3>! As
Miriam Smith has written, “We must move beyond thinking of same-sex marriage and relationship recognition as struggles that pit
allegedly normalized or assimilated same-sex couples against queer politics and sensibilities and, rather, recognize the increasingly
complex gender politics of same-sex marriage and relationship recognition, a politics that implicates groups beyond the LGBT

community. 113!

While U.S. culture on the whole has become more supportive and accepting of LGBTQ people, they still face challenges. Sexual
orientation and gender identity are not federally protected statuses. Thus, in 32 states (as of 2016), employers can legally refuse to
hire and can fire someone simply for being LGBTQ.['37] Even in states where queer people have legal protection, transgender and
other gender-diverse people do not. LGBTQ people can be legally denied housing and other important resources heterosexual
people take for granted. LGBTQ youth made up 40 percent of homeless young people in the United States in 2012 and are often
thrust into homelessness by family rejection.!"®! Transgender people are the most vulnerable and experience high levels of
violence, including homicide. See Activity 4: Bathroom Transgression.

Text Box 4: Moving Toward Marriage Equality in Minnesota: Sarah’s Letter

In 2013, the Minnesota state legislature voted on whether to approve same-sex marriage. Before the vote, a woman named Sarah
made the difficult decision to advocate publicly for the bill’s approval. In the process, she wrote the following letter.

Dear Minnesota Senator,

This is an open letter to you in support of the marriage equality bill. I may not be your constituent, and you may already know how
you are planning to vote, but I ask you to read this letter with an open mind and heart nonetheless.

I want same-sex marriage for the same reasons as many others. My partner Abby and I met in the first days of 2004 and have
created a loving home together with our three kids and two cats. We had a commitment ceremony in 2007 in Minneapolis and were
legally married in Vancouver during our “honeymoon.” We want our marriage to be recognized because our kids deserve to have
married parents, and because we constantly face increased stress as a result of having our relationship not recognized. But that’s not
why I'm writing. I'm writing because there is one conversation I have over and over again with my son that puts a pit in my
stomach each time, and I’m ready for that pit to go away.

Abby and I both wear wedding bands. We designed them prior to our ceremony and spent more time on that decision than we did
on the flowers, dresses, and music combined. Our son is now three and a half and, like other kids his age, he asks about everything.
All the time. When I get him dressed, change his diaper (please let him be potty-trained soon), or wipe his nose, he sees my ring.
And he always asks:

“Mama, what’s that ring on your finger?”

“It’s my wedding band.”

“Why you wear a wedding band?”
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“Because when Ima and I got married, we picked out wedding bands and now we wear them every day. It shows that we love each
other.”

“I want wear wedding band.”

“Someday when you’re all grown up, you’ll fall in love and get married. And you’ll get to wear a wedding band, too.”
“I’ll grow up and get married? And then I get a wedding band?”

“Yep.”

“Okay.”

And then he goes about his day. This conversation may seem silly and harmless to you, but read it again. Look at how many times
the issue of marriage comes up. We call it a wedding band, but every time we say that, we know it’s not completely true because
we were not legally wed in Minnesota. When I tell my son about our marriage or our wedding, I know I’'m hiding a secret from
him, but am I really supposed to explain that it was a “commitment ceremony” and we are “committed, but not “married”? He’s too
young to be saddled with the pain that comes from being left out. He looks at our pictures and sees that his parents made a
commitment to each other because of love. He doesn’t understand his grandfather’s speech recognizing how bittersweet the day
was because the state we call home refused to bless our union as it blesses the unions of our friends. And he doesn’t understand
that, when I tell him he will grow up and get married, his marriage will (most likely) be part of a tradition from which his parents
are excluded.

I am grateful that he is blissfully unaware right now. Imagine having the conversation with your children. Imagine the pain you
would feel if innocent conversations with your child reminded you constantly that your love is not valued by your community.
Don’t get me wrong; our friends and family treated our ceremony as they would a legal wedding. We had a phenomenal time with
good food, music, laughter, and joy. If our ceremony in Minneapolis had been enough, though, we wouldn’t have bothered to get
legally married in Vancouver. There is something so powerful and intangible about walking into a government office and walking
out with a marriage license. We are grateful we had the opportunity there, and simply wish our state would recognize our
commitment as the marriage that it is.

Take a look at the picture of my family. It’s outdated, primarily because we can’t get our kids to sit still long enough for a photo.
I’'m on the right, Abby on the left. Our son is now 3.5 and our girls (twins) are almost 2. We can appreciate that this is a difficult
vote for many of you and we would be honored if you think of our family and the impact this vote will have on us. We know many
people outside of the Twin Cities never have a chance to meet families like ours. Tell them about us, if it helps. We are happy to
answer any questions you may have. Thank you for reading.

Sincerely,

Sarah
Minneapolis, Minnesota

April 2013

Note: Minnesota legalized same-sex marriage in 2013.

Figure 19: Sarah’s family photo.

Sexuality Outside the United States

Same-sex sexual and romantic relationships probably exist in every society, but concepts like “gay,” “lesbian,” and “bisexual” are
cultural products that, in many ways, reflect a culturally specific gender ideology and a set of beliefs about how sexual preferences
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develop. In many cultures (such as the Sambia discussed above), same-sex sex is a behavior, not an identity. Some individuals in
India identify as practicing “female-female sexuality” or “male-male sexuality.” The film Fire by Mira Nair aroused tremendous
controversy in India partly because it depicted a same-sex relationship between two married women somewhat graphically and
because it suggested alternatives available to women stuck in unhappy and abusive patriarchal marriages."*! Whether one is
“homosexual” or “heterosexual” may not be linked simply to engaging in same-sex sexual behavior. Instead, as among some
Brazilian males, your status in the sexual relationship, literally and symbolically, depends on (or determines!) whether you are the
inserter or the penetrated.['*%! Which would you expect involves higher status?

Even anthropologists who are sensitive to cross-cultural variations in the terms and understandings that accompany same-sex
sexual and romantic relationships can still unconsciously project their own meanings onto other cultures. Evelyn Blackwood, an
American, described how surprised she was to realize that her Sumatran lover, who called herself a “Tombois,” had a different
conception of what constituted a “lesbian” identity and lesbian relationship than she did.[*4!] We must be careful not to assume that
other cultures share LGBTQ identities as they are understood in the United States and many European countries.

Furthermore, each country has its own approach to sexuality and marriage, and reproduction often plays a central role. In Israel, an
embrace of pro-natalist policies for Jewish Israelis has meant that expensive reproductive technologies such as in vitro fertilization
are provided to women at no cost or are heavily subsidized. An Israeli gay activist described how surprised queer activists from
other countries were when they found that nearly all Israeli female same-sex couples were raising children. (This embrace of same-
sex parenting did not extend to male couples, for whom the state did not provide assisted reproductive support.) The pro-natalist
policies can be traced in part to Israel’s emergence as a state: founded in the aftermath of persecution and systematic genocide of
Jewish residents of Europe from 1937 through 1945, Israel initially promoted policies that encouraged births at least in part as
resistance to Nazi attempts to destroy the Jewish people. The contexts may be less dramatic elsewhere, but local and national
histories often inform policies and practices.

In Thailand, Ara Wilson has explored how biological women embrace identities as toms and dees. Although these terms seem to be
derived from English-language concepts (dees is etymologically related to “ladies”), suggesting international influences, the
ubiquity and acceptance of toms and dees in Thailand does diverge from patterns in the United States.['4?]

In China (as elsewhere), the experiences of those involved in male-male sexuality and those involved in female-female sexuality
can differ. In her book Shanghai Lalas: Female Tongzhi Communities and Politics in Urban China, Lucetta Yip Lo Kam discusses
how lesbians in China note their lack of public social spaces compared with gay men.!'*3! Even the words lala and tongzhi index
different categories from the English terms: lala encompasses lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered people while tongzhi is a gloss
term that usually refers to gay men but has been expanded in the last two decades to other uses. (Tongzhi is a cooptation of the
Chinese-language socialist-era term for comrade.)

Language makes a difference in how individuals and communities articulate their identities. Anthropologists such as Kam have
commented on how sharing their own backgrounds with those with whom they work can be instrumental in gaining trust and
building rapport. Her identity as a Chinese-speaking queer anthropologist and activist from Hong Kong helped women in Shanghai
feel comfortable speaking with her and willing to include her in their networks.[144!

From these examples, we see that approaches to sexuality in different parts of the world are evolving, just as gender norms in the
United States are undergoing tremendous shifts. Anthropologists often cross boundaries to research these changes, and their
contributions will continue to shape understandings of the broad range of approaches to sexuality.

Anthropology of the Body

Another important topic for anthropologists interested in gender and sexuality is the anthropology of the body, sometimes referred
to as embodied anthropology. Viewing the human body as an analytic category offers exciting new theoretical possibilities.!'*!
Topics that have attracted particular attention include popular and scientific representations of the body; (dis)ability; the
anthropology of obesity; the politics of reproduction; coercion; complex issues associated with genital modifications such as female
circumcision; and the relationship between bodies and borders.!'*®! Who can cross which lines physically (think about national

borders), emotionally, psychologically, and socially? Embodied anthropology foregrounds these questions.

Anthropologists increasingly write about their own experiences using an auto-ethnographic mode. For example, Pamela Runestad
examined how her time as a patient in a Japanese maternity ward influenced her understanding of the importance of carefully
crafted meals and nutrition for HIV/AIDS patients.'”! In subsequent research on HIV/AIDS in Japan, she probed more deeply into
how patients’ nourishment inside and outside clinical settings affected their perceptions of health.
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Anthropology of the body overlaps with work on gender and sexuality, including the discourse surrounding women’s bodies and
reproductive functions. Emily Martin’s pioneering book, The Woman in the Body, critically examined lay women and medical
descriptions of menstruation, child-bearing, and menopause in the United States. She identified a scientific ideology of
reproduction that is infused with traditional U.S. binary gender stereotypes similar to those in man-the-hunter origin stories. In her
classic essay about what she calls a “scientific fairy tale,” Martin describes how U.S. biology texts represented the egg and sperm
as romantic partners whose actions are described with passive or active verbs according to gendered assumptions.!'4®!

I realized that the picture of egg and sperm drawn in popular as well as scientific accounts of reproductive biology relies on
stereotypes central to our cultural definitions of male and female. The stereotypes imply not only that female biological processes
are less worthy than their male counterparts but also that women are less worthy than men. Part of my goal in writing this article is
to shine a bright light on the gender stereotypes hidden within the scientific language of biology.[14%]

Subsequent work has challenged the “sperm penetrates egg” model of fertilization, noting that it is medically inaccurate and
reinforces male-active-dominant, female-passive (penetrated) gender models. In reality, the egg and sperm fuse, but the egg
activates the sperm by releasing molecules that are crucial for it to find and adhere to the egg.l'>") Old videos like The Miracle of
Life offer, in their narration and background music, striking examples of the cultural ideology of reproduction in the United States
that Martin and others have described.['>!)

In another classic essay, Corinne Hayden explored interactions between biology, family, and gender among lesbian couples. Even
though both members of the lesbian couples she studied did not necessarily contribute biologically to their offspring, the women
and their families found ways to embrace these biological differences and develop a new formulation of family that involved
biological connection but was not limited to it.[>%

Some research analyzes the body, especially the female body, as a site of coercion and expression of power relations by individuals
(e.g., partner rape and domestic violence), but state-sanctioned collective acts also occur, such as using women as “sex slaves”
(Japan’s so-called “Comfort Women” during World War II) and using civilian rape as a form of psychological warfare.
Anthropologists document other ways in which states exert power over bodies—through family planning policies (China’s planned
birth policy), legislation that bans (or permits) artificial forms of contraception and abortion, and government programs to promote
fertility, including subsidized infertility treatments.['>3! For example, Turkish anthropologists have described how state policies in
Turkey have appropriated, for state purposes, sexual issues of concern to Turkish families, such as assisted reproduction for
disabled war veterans and treatment of vaginismus, a condition that prevents women from engaging in sexual intercourse. Power
relationships are also associated with new reproductive technologies. For example, the availability of amniocentesis often
contributes to shifts in the ratio of male and female babies born. Unequal power relations are also in play between surrogate
mothers (often poor women) and wealthier surrogate families desiring children.['>¥

Women in Anthropology

As seen earlier in this chapter, female anthropologists have always played a key role in anthropology. In sex-segregated societies,
they have had unique access to women’s worlds. Recently, they have analyzed how gender might affect styles of authorship and
authority in ethnographies. Social characteristics, including gender, race, class, sexuality, and religion, also influence how an
anthropologist engages in fieldwork and how she and her colleagues relate to one another.'>5] Sometimes the identity of an
anthropologist creates new opportunities for deeper understanding and connection, but at other times one’s personal identity can
create professional challenges.

Fieldwork

Women face particular challenges when conducting fieldwork regardless of the culture but particularly in sex-segregated and
patriarchal societies. Sometimes women are perceived as more vulnerable than men to sexual harassment, and their romantic
choices in fieldwork situations are subject to greater scrutiny than choices made by men in similar situations.''>®! Women may be
more likely to juggle family responsibilities and professional projects and bring children with them for fieldwork. At first glance,
this practice may raise eyebrows because of the risks it brings to accompanying children and because of potential negative impacts
on the anthropologist’s planned work, but many female anthropologists have found fieldwork undertaken with their families to be a
transformative experience both professionally and personally. Whereas appearing as a decontextualized single fieldworker can
arouse suspicion, arriving at a field site with the recognizable identities of parent, daughter, or spouse can help people
conceptualize the anthropologist as someone with a role beyond camera-toting interviewer and observer. At the same time, arriving
as a multi-person group also complicates what Jocelyn Linnekin called “impression management.” One’s child is often less aware
of delicate matters and less sensitive in communicating preferences to hosts, causing potentially embarrassing situations but also
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creating levity that might otherwise be slow to develop. Fieldwork as a family unit also allows for a different rhythm to the elusive
work-life balance; many families have reported cherishing time spent together during fieldwork since they rarely had so much time
together in their activity-filled home settings.™>”)

More anthropologists now conduct fieldwork in their home communities. Some wish to explore theoretical and empirical questions
best examined in local field sites. Others are reluctant or unable to relocate their families or partners temporarily. Conducting
fieldwork close to home can also be a less expensive option than going abroad! But the boundaries of field and home can become
quite porous. In their writings, women anthropologists reveal how the realms of public and private and political and personal are

connected in the field’/home. Innovative, activist, and self-reflective studies address intersections that other scholars treat separately.
[158]

Academic Anthropology in the United States

Though the representation of women in U.S. academic anthropology is now proportional to their numbers in the Ph.D. pool,
discrepancies remain between male and female anthropology professors in rank and publication rates. A 2008 report on the status
of women in anthropology, for example, found evidence of continuity of the “old boys’ network”—the tendency for men in
positions of power to develop relationships with other men, which creates pooled resources, positive performance evaluations, and
promotions for those men but not for women. Furthermore, since women in the United States are usually socialized to avoid
making demands, they often accept lower salary offers than could have been negotiated, which can have significant long-term

financial consequences.'>"!

Women are also over-represented among non-tenure-track anthropology faculty members who are often paid relatively small per-
course stipends and whose teaching leaves little time for research and publishing. Some married women prioritize their partners’
careers, limiting their own geographic flexibility and job (and fieldwork) opportunities. Left with few academic job options in a
given area, they may leave academia altogether.'6")

On a positive note, women have an increasingly prominent place in the highest ranks of anthropology, including as president of the
American Anthropological Association. Nonetheless, systemic gender inequality continues to affect the careers of female
anthropologists. Given what we know about gender systems, we should not be surprised.

Masculinity Studies

Students in gender studies and anthropology courses on gender are often surprised to find that they will be learning about men as
well as women. Early women’s studies initially employed what has been called an “add women and stir” approach, which led to
examinations of gender as a social construct and of women’s issues in contemporary society. In the 1990s, women’s studies
expanded to become gender studies, incorporating the study of other genders, sexuality, and issues of gender and social justice.'%"
Gender was recognized as being fundamentally relational: femaleness is linked to maleness, femininity to masculinity. One
outgrowth of that work is the field of “masculinity studies.”16%)

Masculinity studies goes beyond men and their roles to explore the relational aspects of gender. One focus is the enculturation
processes through which boys learn about and learn to perform “manhood.” Many U.S. studies (and several excellent videos, such
as Tough Guise by Jackson Katz), have examined the role of popular culture in teaching boys our culture’s key concepts of
masculinity, such as being “tough” and “strong,” and shown how this “tough guise” stance affects men’s relationships with women,
with other men, and with societal institutions, reinforcing a culture of violent masculinity. Sociologist Michael Kimmel has further
suggested that boys are taught that they live in a “perilous world” he terms “Guyland.”!%%!

Anthropologists began exploring concepts of masculinity cross-culturally as early as the 1970s, resulting in several key
publications in 1981, including Herdt’s first book on the Sambia of New Guinea and Ortner and Whitehead’s volume, Sexual
Meanings. In 1990, Gilmore analyzed cross-cultural ethnographic data in his Manhood in the Making: Cultural Concepts in
Masculinity.''®¥ Other work followed, including a provocative video on the Sambia, Guardians of the Flutes. But the growth of
studies of men and masculinity in the United States also stimulated new research approaches, such as “performative” aspects of
masculinity and how gender functions in wealthier, post-industrial societies and communities with access to new technologies and

mass media.[16°]

Anthropologists sometimes turn to unconventional information sources as they explore gendered culture, including popular
television commercials. Interestingly, the 2015 Super Bowl commercials produced for the Always feminine product brand also
focused on gender themes in its #Likeagirl campaign, which probed the damaging connotations of the phrases “throw like a girl”
and “run like a girl” by first asking boys and girls to act out running and throwing, and then asking them to act out a girl running
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and throwing. A companion clip further explored the negative impacts of anti-girl messages, provoking dialogue among Super
Bowl viewers and in social media spaces (though, ironically, that dialogue was intended to promote consumption of feminine
products). As the clips remind us, while boys and men play major roles in perceptions related to gender, so do the women who raise
them, often reinforcing gendered expectations for play and aspiration. Of course, women, like men, are enculturated into their
culture’s gender ideology.®®! Both girls and boys—and adults—are profoundly influenced by popular culture.

Though scholars from many disciplines publish important work on masculinity, anthropologists, with their cross-cultural research
and perspectives, have significantly deepened and enriched interdisciplinary understandings. Anthropologists have made strong
contributions not only by providing nuanced portrayals (of, for example, men in prison, heroin users, migrant laborers, college
students, and athletes in the United States) but also through offering vivid accounts of expectations of men in other societies,
including the relationship between those expectations and warfare. This can include differences in expectations based on a person’s
age, other role-based variations, and transformation of traditional roles as a result of globalization.[167]

Not all societies expect men to be “tough guys/guise,” and those that do go about it in different ways and result in different impacts

1681 Eor example, in Sichuan Province in China, young Nuosu men must prove their maturity through risky

on men and women.!
behavior such as theft. In recent years, theft has been supplanted for many by heroin use, particularly as young men have left their
home communities for urban areas (where they are often feared by city residents and attract suspicion).'®¥) Meanwhile, in the
Middle East, technologies such as assisted reproduction are challenging and reshaping ideas about masculinity among some Arab
men, particularly men who acknowledge and struggle with infertility. There and elsewhere, conceptions of fatherhood are
considered crucial components of masculinity. In Japan, for example, a man who has not fathered a child is not considered to be

fully adult.['7°!

Elsewhere, as we saw in the first part of this chapter, men are expected to be gentle nurturers of young children and to behave in
ways that do not fit typical U.S. stereotypes. In Na communities, men dote on babies and small children, often rushing to pick them
up when they enter a room. In South Korea, men in wildly popular singing groups wear eyeliner and elaborate clothing that would
be unusual for U.S. groups, and throughout China and India, as in many other parts of the world, heterosexual men walk down the
street holding hands or arm-in-arm without causing raised eyebrows. Physical contact between men, especially in sex-segregated
societies, is probably far more common than contact between men and women! Touch is a human form of intimacy that need not
have sexual implications. So if male-male relations are the most intimate in a society, physical expressions of those relations are
“normal” overall unless there is a cultural fear of male physical intimacy. There is much more nuance in actual behavior than initial
appearances lead people to believe.

Anthropologists are also applying approaches taken in American studies to other cultures. They are engaging in more-intimate
discussions of males’ self-perceptions, dilemmas, and challenges and have not hesitated to intercede, carefully, in the communities
in which they work. Visual anthropologist Harjant Gill, conducting research in the Punjab region of India, began asking men about
pressures they faced and found that the conversations prompted unexpected reflection. Gill titled his film Mardistan(Macholand)
and shepherded the film through television broadcasts and smaller-scale viewings to encourage wide discussion in India of the
issues he explored."'”!! For a related activity, see Activity 5: Analyzing Gendered Stereotypes and Masculinity in Music Videos.

CONCLUSION

In 1968, a cigarette company in the United States decided to target women as tobacco consumers and used a clever marketing
campaign to entice them to take up smoking. “You’ve come a long way, baby!” billboards proclaimed. Women, according to the
carefully constructed rhetoric, had moved away from their historic oppressed status and could—and should—now enjoy the full
complement of twentieth-century consumer pleasures. Like men, they deserved to enjoy themselves and relax with a cigarette. The
campaigns were extremely successful; within several years, smoking rates among women had increased dramatically. But had
women really come a long way? We now know that tobacco (including in vaporized form) is a highly addictive substance and that
its use is correlated with a host of serious health conditions. In responding to the marketing rhetoric, women moved into a new
sphere of bodily pleasure and possibly enjoyed increased independence, but they did so at a huge cost to their health. They also
succumbed to a long-term financial relationship with tobacco companies who relied on addicting individuals in order to profit.
Knowing about the structures at work behind the scenes and the risks they took, few people today would agree that women’s
embrace of tobacco represented a huge step forward.

Perhaps saying “You’ve come a long way, baby!” with the cynical interpretation with which we read it today can serve as an
analogy for our contemporary explorations of gender and culture. Certainly, many women in the United States today enjoy

heightened freedoms. We can travel to previously forbidden spaces, study disciplines long considered the domain of men, shape our
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families to meet our own needs, work in whatever field we choose, and, we believe, live according to our own wishes. But we
would be naive to ignore how gender continues to shape, constrain, and inform our lives. The research and methods of
anthropology can help us become more aware of the ongoing consequences of our gendered heritage and the ways in which we are
all complicit in maintaining gender ideologies that limit and restrict people’s possibilities.

By committing to speak out against subtle, gender-based discrimination and to support those struggling along difficult paths,
today’s anthropologists can emulate pioneers such as Franz Boas and Margaret Mead, who sought to fuse research and action. May
we all be kinder to those who differ from the norm, whatever that norm may be. Only then will we all—women, men and those
who identify with neither category—have truly come a long way. (But we will leave the infantilizing “baby” to those tobacco
companies!)

Discussion Questions

1. What is “natural” about how you experience gender and human sexuality? What aspects are at least partially shaped by culture?
How do other cultures’ beliefs and practices regarding gender and sexuality differ from those commonly found in the United
States? Are there any parallels? Does it depend on which U.S. community we are talking about? What about your own beliefs
and practices?

2. Reflect on the various ways you have “learned” about gender and sexuality throughout your life. Which influences do you think
had the biggest impact?

3. How important is your gender to how you think about yourself, to your “identity” or self-definition, to your everyday life?
Reflect on what it would be like to be a different gender.

4. How important is your “sexuality” and “sexual orientation” to how you think about yourself, to your identity or self-definition?
Reflect on what it would be like if you altered your sexual identity or practices.

5. In what ways have your school settings been shaped by and around gender norms?

6. How are anthropologists influenced by gender norms? How has this affected the discipline of anthropology?

GLOSSARY

Androgyny: cultural definitions of gender that recognize some gender differentiation, but also accept “gender bending” and role-
crossing according to individual capacities and preferences.

Binary model of gender: cultural definitions of gender that include only two identities—male and female.

Biologic sex: refers to male and female identity based on internal and external sex organs and chromosomes. While male and
female are the most common biologic sexes, a percentage of the human population is intersex with ambiguous or mixed biological
sex characteristics.

Biological determinism: a theory that biological differences between males and females leads to fundamentally different
capacities, preferences, and gendered behaviors. This scientifically unsupported view suggests that gender roles are rooted in
biology, not culture.

Cisgender: a term used to describe those who identify with the sex and gender they were assigned at birth

Dyads: two people in a socially approved pairing. One example is a married couple.

Gender: the set of culturally and historically invented beliefs and expectations about gender that one learns and performs. Gender
is an “identity” one can choose in some societies, but there is pressure in all societies to conform to expected gender roles and
identities.

Gender ideology: a complex set of beliefs about gender and gendered capacities, propensities, preferences, identities and socially
expected behaviors and interactions that apply to males, females, and other gender categories. Gender ideology can differ among
cultures and is acquired through enculturation. Also known as a cultural model of gender.

Heteronormativity: a term coined by French philosopher Michel Foucault to refer to the often-unnoticed system of rights and
privileges that accompany normative sexual choices and family formation.

Legitimizing ideologies: a set of complex belief systems, often developed by those in power, to rationalize, explain, and perpetuate
systems of inequality.

Matrifocal: groups of related females (e.g. mother-her sisters-their offspring) form the core of the family and constitute the
family’s most central and enduring social and emotional ties.

Matrilineal: societies where descent or kinship group membership is transmitted through women, from mothers to their children
(male and female), and then through daughters, to their children, and so forth.
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Matrilocal: a woman-centered kinship group where living arrangements after marriage often center around households containing
related women.

Patriarchy: describes a society with a male-dominated political and authority structure and an ideology that privileges males over
females in domestic and public spheres.

Patrifocal: groups of related males (e.g. a father-his brothers) and their male offspring form the core of the family and constitute
the family’s most central and enduring social and emotional ties.

Patrilineal: societies where descent or kinship group membership is transmitted through men, from men to their children (male
and female), and then through sons, to their children, and so forth.

Patrilocal: a male-centered kinship group where living arrangements after marriage often center around households containing
related men.

Third gender: a gender identity that exists in non-binary gender systems offering one or more gender roles separate from male or
female.

Transgender: a category for people who identify as a different gender than the one that was assigned to them at birth. This may
entail a social transition or a physical one, using a number of methods

Learning Activities and Additional Resources

There is a set of learning activities designed to complement the material in this chapter available in the Teaching Resources section
of the Perspectives website. You can also find a guide to additional resources for exploring the issues raised in this chapter.
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Ibid. ¢

This and subsequent material comes from C. Mukhopadhyay, Part 2, especially chapter 9, and p. 182-185, in Carol
Mukhopahdyay, R. Henze and Y. Moses. How Real is Race? A Sourcebook on Race, Culture and Biology, 2nd edition (Lanham,
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014). «
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China, Stevan Harrell, ed. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001). ¢
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fundamentalist Hindu path. Filmed in India, The World Before Her, http://www.pbs.org/pov/worldbeforeher/. ¢

See https://contemporaryfamilies.org/the-way-we-still-never-were-brief-report/ and https://www.pri.org/stories/2014-09-
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Relationships,” a TEDx FurmanU presentation by Tami Blumenfield. See also Tami Blumenfield, “Chinese Tour Groups in
Europe, Chinese Tour Groups in Yunnan: Narrating a Nation in the World” The China Beat June 2, 2011.
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Cahiers d’Extréme Asie 23 (2014). ¢

See reviews in Naomi Quinn, “Anthropological Studies of Women’s Status,” Annual Review of Anthropology 6 (1977): 181-
225; Carol Mukhopadhyay and Patricia Higgins, “Anthropological Studies of the Status of Women Revisited: 1977-1987”
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Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere, ed. Woman, Culture and Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974). ¢
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E. Friedl, Women and Men: An Anthropologist’s View; C. Mukhopadhyay and Patricia Higgins, “Anthropological Studies of the
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MADAME?’: Empire, Redemption, and the ‘Tradition of the Oppressed’ in a Brazilian World Heritage Site,” Cultural

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263266


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263266?pdf

LibreTexts"

105.
106.

107.

108.
109.
110.

111.

112.
113.

114.

115.

116.

117.

118.

119.
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Black Diaspora 5 (2012): 243-263; Alan P Marcus, “Sex, Color and Geography: Racialized Relations in Brazil and Its
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Alan Healey, ““The Sweet Matriarchy of Bahia’: Ruth Landes’ Ethnography of Race and Gender.” Disposition: The Cultural
Practice of Latinamericanism II 23 no. 50 (1998): 101. «
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395-396; Edison Carneiro, “Letters from Edison Carneiro to Ruth Landes: Dating from September 28, 1938 to March 14,
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For more information on the initial Trump video, see http://time.com/4523755/donald-trump-leaked-tape-impact. For coverage
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http://www.vox.com/identities/2016/11/15/13571478/trump-president-sexual-assault-sexism-misogyny-won. ¢
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http://womenshistory.about.com/od/witcheseurope/a/Witch-Hunts-In-Europe-Timeline.htm. ¢
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preferences from pollsters. DiCamillo is quoted in Debra J. Saunders. 2016. “How Herd Mentality Blinded Pollsters to Trump
Potential.” San Francisco Chronicle. November 13, E3. ¢

For a critique of those who “blame” Euro-American (“white”) women for Hillary Clinton’s defeat, see the article by Kelly
Dittmar. 2016. “No, Women Didn’t Abandon Clinton, Nor Did She Fail to Win Their Support.” Ms. Magazine. November 14.
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There is a huge body of research on these (and other) topics that we simply have not been able to cover in one chapter of a
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Many gender studies scholars have moved away from labeling people “biologically female” or “biologically male,” shifting
instead to terms like “assigned female at birth” and “assigned male at birth.” Terms that foreground assignment help recognize
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Health and Rights, ed. Peter Aggleton and Richard Parker (New York: Routledge, 2010), 459. «
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University of Illinois Press, 1996). «
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Tamara Metz, Untying the Knot: Marriage, the State, and the Case for Their Divorce (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2010). ¢

Miriam Smith, “Gender Politics and the Same-Sex Marriage Debate in the United States,” Social Politics 17 no. 1 (2010): 1-28.
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Luke Malone, “Here Are The 32 States Where You Can Be Fired For Being LGBT,” Vocativ.com, February 12, 2015.
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The Williams Institute. 2012. “America’s Shame: 40% of Homeless Youth are LGBT Kids.” San Diego Gay and Lesbian News,
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Fire, film by Mira Nair. 1996. www.youtube.com/watch?v=i2yW8BtM8sw. «

Don Kulick, “The Gender of Brazilian Transgendered Prostitutes” American Anthropologist 99 no. 3 (1997): 574-585. ¢
Evelyn Blackwood, “Tombois in West Sumatra: Constructing Masculinity and Erotic Desire,” in Feminist Anthropology: A
Reader, ed. Ellen Lewin, 411-434 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006). «
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7: Family and Marriage

4) Learning Objectives

e Describe the variety of human families cross-culturally with examples.

e Discuss variation in parental rights and responsibilities.

o Distinguish between matrilineal, patrilineal, and bilateral kinship systems.

o Identify the differences between kinship establish by blood and kinship established by marriage

o Evaluate the differences between dowry and bridewealth as well as between different types of post-marital residence.

o Recognize patterns of family and marriage and explain why these patterns represent rational decisions within the cultural
contexts.

Family and marriage may at first seem to be familiar topics. Families exist in all societies and they are part of what makes us
human. However, societies around the world demonstrate tremendous variation in cultural understandings of family and marriage.
Ideas about how people are related to each other, what kind of marriage would be ideal, when people should have children, who
should care for children, and many other family related matters differ cross-culturally. While the function of families is to fulfill
basic human needs such as providing for children, defining parental roles, regulating sexuality, and passing property and
knowledge between generations, there are many variations or patterns of family life that can meet these needs. This chapter
introduces some of the more common patterns of family life found around the world. It is important to remember that within any
cultural framework variation does occur. Some variations on the standard pattern fall within what would be culturally considered
the “range of acceptable alternatives.” Other family forms are not entirely accepted, but would still be recognized by most members
of the community as reasonable.

RIGHTS, RESPONSIBILITIES, STATUSES, AND ROLES IN FAMILIES

Some of the earliest research in cultural anthropology explored differences in ideas about family. Lewis Henry Morgan, a lawyer
who also conducted early anthropological studies of Native American cultures, documented the words used to describe family
members in the Iroquois language.!'! In the book Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family (1871), he explained
that words used to describe family members, such as “mother” or “cousin,” were important because they indicated the rights and
responsibilities associated with particular family members both within households and the larger community. This can be seen in
the labels we have for family members—titles like father or aunt—that describe how a person fits into a family as well as the
obligations he or she has to others.

The concepts of status and role are useful for thinking about the behaviors that are expected of individuals who occupy various
positions in the family. The terms were first used by anthropologist Ralph Linton and they have since been widely incorporated into
social science terminology.”?! For anthropologists, a status is any culturally-designated position a person occupies in a particular
setting. Within the setting of a family, many statuses can exist such as “father,” “mother,” “maternal grandparent,” and “younger
brother.” Of course, cultures may define the statuses involved in a family differently. Role is the set of behaviors expected of an
individual who occupies a particular status. A person who has the status of “mother,” for instance, would generally have the role of
caring for her children.

Roles, like statuses, are cultural ideals or expectations and there will be variation in how individuals meet these expectations.
Statuses and roles also change within cultures over time. In the not-so-distant past in the United States, the roles associated with the
status of “mother” in a typical Euro-American middle-income family included caring for children and keeping a house; they
probably did not include working for wages outside the home. It was rare for fathers to engage in regular, day-to-day housekeeping
or childcare roles, though they sometimes “helped out,” to use the jargon of the time. Today, it is much more common for a father
to be an equal partner in caring for children or a house or to sometimes take a primary role in child and house care as a “stay at
home father” or as a “single father.” The concepts of status and role help us think about cultural ideals and what the majority within
a cultural group tends to do. They also help us describe and document culture change. With respect to family and marriage, these
concepts help us compare family systems across cultures.

KINSHIP AND DESCENT

Kinship is the word used to describe culturally recognized ties between members of a family. Kinship includes the terms, or social
statuses, used to define family members and the roles or expected behaviors family associated with these statuses. Kinship
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encompasses relationships formed through blood connections (consanguineal), such as those created between parents and children,
as well as relationships created through marriage ties (affinal), such as in-laws (see Figure 1). Kinship can also include “chosen
kin,” who have no formal blood or marriage ties, but consider themselves to be family. Adoptive parents, for instance, are
culturally recognized as parents to the children they raise even though they are not related by blood.

Figure 1: These young Maasai women from Western Tanzania are affinal kin, who share responsibilities for childcare. Maasai men

often have multiple wives who share domestic responsibilities. Photo used with permission of Laura Tubelle de Gonzalez.
While there is quite a bit of variation in families cross-culturally, it is also true that many families can be categorized into broad
types based on what anthropologists call a kinship system. The kinship system refers to the pattern of culturally recognized
relationships between family members. Some cultures create kinship through only a single parental line or “side” of the family. For
instance, families in many parts of the world are defined by patrilineal descent: the paternal line of the family, or fathers and their
children. In other societies, matrilineal descent defines membership in the kinship group through the maternal line of relationships
between mothers and their children. Both kinds of kinship are considered unilineal because they involve descent through only one
line or side of the family. It is important to keep in mind that systems of descent define culturally recognized “kin,” but these rules
do not restrict relationships or emotional bonds between people. Mothers in patrilineal societies have close and loving relationships
with their children even though they are not members of the same patrilineage.!>! In the United States, for instance, last names
traditionally follow a pattern of patrilineal descent: children receive last names from their fathers. This does not mean that the
bonds between mothers and children are reduced. Bilateral descent is another way of creating kinship. Bilateral descent means that
families are defined by descent from both the father and the mother’s sides of the family. In bilateral descent, which is common in
the United States, children recognize both their mother’s and father’s family members as relatives.

As we will see below, the descent groups that are created by these kinship systems provide members with a sense of identity and
social support. Kinship groups may also control economic resources and dictate decisions about where people can live, who they
can marry, and what happens to their property after death. Anthropologists use kinship diagrams to help visualize descent groups
and kinship. Figure 2 is a simple example of a kinship diagram. This diagram has been designed to help you see the difference
between the kinship groups created by a bilateral descent system and a unilineal system.
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Figure 2: This kinship chart illustrates bilateral descent.

Kinship diagrams use a specific person, who by convention is called Ego, as a starting point. The people shown on the chart are
Ego’s relatives. In Figure 2, Ego is in the middle of the bottom row. Most kinship diagrams use a triangle to represent males and a
circle to represent females. Conventionally, an “equals sign” placed between two individuals indicates a marriage. A single line, or
a hyphen, can be used to indicate a recognized union without marriage such as a couple living together or engaged and living
together, sometimes with children.
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Children are linked to their parents by a vertical line that extends down from the equals sign. A sibling group is represented by a
horizontal line that encompasses the group. Usually children are represented from left to right—oldest to youngest. Other
conventions for these charts include darkening the symbol or drawing a diagonal line through the symbol to indicate that a person
is deceased. A diagonal line may be drawn through the equals sign if a marriage has ended.

Figure 2 shows a diagram of three generations of a typical bilateral (two sides) kinship group, focused on parents and children,
with aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents and grandchildren. Note that everyone in the diagram is related to everyone else in the
diagram, even though they may not interact on a regular basis. The group could potentially be very large, and everyone related
through blood, marriage, or adoption is included.

The next two kinship diagram show how the descent group changes in unilineal kinship systems like a patrilineal system (father’s
line) or a matrilineal system (mother’s line). The roles of the family members in relationship to one another are also likely to be
different because descent is based on lineage: descent from a common ancestor. In a patrilineal system, children are always
members of their father’s lineage group (Figure 3). In a matrilineal system, children are always members of their mother’s lineage
group (Figure 4). In both cases, individuals remain a part of their birth lineage throughout their lives, even after marriage.
Typically, people must marry someone outside their own lineage. In figures 3 and 4, the shaded symbols represent people who are
in the same lineage. The unshaded symbols represent people who have married into the lineage.

In general, bilateral kinship is more focused on individuals rather than a single lineage of ancestors as seen in unlineal descent.
Each person in a bilateral system has a slightly different group of relatives. For example, my brother’s relatives through marriage
(his in-laws) are included in his kinship group, but are not included in mine. His wife’s siblings and children are also included in
his group, but not in mine. If we were in a patrilineal or matrilineal system, my brother and I would largely share the same group of
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Figure 3: This kinship chart shows a patrilineal household with Ego in father’s lineage.

relatives.

Matrilineages and patrilineages are not just mirror images of each other. They create groups that behave somewhat differently.
Contrary to some popular ideas, matrilineages are not matriarchal. The terms “matriarchy” and “patriarchy” refer to the power
structure in a society. In a patriarchal society, men have more authority and the ability to make more decisions than do women. A
father may have the right to make certain decisions for his wife or wives, and for his children, or any other dependents. In
matrilineal societies, men usually still have greater power, but women may be subject more to the power of their brothers or uncles
(relatives through their mother’s side of the family) rather than their fathers.

Among the matrilineal Hopi, for example, a mothers’ brother is more likely to be a figure of authority than a father. The mother’s
brothers have important roles in the lives of their sisters’ children. These roles include ceremonial obligations and the responsibility
to teach the skills that are associated with men and men’s activities. Men are the keepers of important ritual knowledge so while
women are respected, men are still likely to hold more authority.
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Figure 4: This kinship chart shows a matrilineal household with Ego in mother’s lineage.

The Nayar of southern India offer an interesting example of gender roles in a matrilineal society. In the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, men and women did not live together after marriage because the husbands, who were not part of the matrilineage, were
not considered relatives. Women lived for their entire lives in extended family homes with their mothers and siblings. The male
siblings in the household had the social role of father and were important father figures in the lives of their sisters’ children. The
biological fathers of the children had only a limited role in their lives. Instead, these men were busy raising their own sisters’
children. Despite the matrilineal focus of the household, Nayar communities were not matriarchies. The position of power in the
household was held by an elder male, often the oldest male sibling.

The consequences of this kind of system are intriguing. Men did not have strong ties to their biological offspring. Marriages were
fluid and men and women could have more than one spouse, but the children always remained with their mothers.  Cross-
culturally it does seem to be the case that in matrilineal societies women tend to have more freedom to make decisions about to sex
and marriage. Children are members of their mother’s kinship group, whether the mother is married or not, so there is often less
concern about the social legitimacy of children or fatherhood.

Some anthropologists have suggested that marriages are less stable in matrilineal societies than in patrilineal ones, but this varies as
well. Among the matrilineal Iroquois, for example, women owned the longhouses. Men moved into their wives’ family houses at
marriage. If a woman wanted to divorce her husband, she could simply put his belongings outside. In that society, however, men
and women also spent significant time apart. Men were hunters and warriors, often away from the home. Women were the farmers
and tended to the home. This, as much as matrilineality, could have contributed to less formality or disapproval of divorce. There
was no concern about the division of property. The longhouse belonged to the mother’s family, and children belonged to their
mother’s clan. Men would always have a home with their sisters and mother, in their own matrilineal longhouse.[S]

Kinship charts can be useful when doing field research and particularly helpful when documenting changes in families over time.
In my own field research, it was easy to document changes that occurred in a relatively short time, likely linked to urbanization,
such as changes in family size, in prevalence of divorce, and in increased numbers of unmarried adults. These patterns had emerged
in the surveys and interviews I conducted, but they jumped off the pages when I reviewed the kinship charts. Creating kinship
charts was a very helpful technique in my field research. I also used them as small gifts for the people who helped with my research
and they were very much appreciated.

KINSHIP TERMS

Another way to compare ideas about family across cultures is to categorize them based on kinship terminology: the terms used in
a language to describe relatives. George Murdock was one of the first anthropologists to undertake this kind of comparison and he
suggested that the kinship systems of the world could be placed in six categories based on the kinds of words a society used to
describe relatives.! In some kinship systems, brothers, sisters, and all first cousins call each other brother and sister. In such a

system, not only one’s biological father, but all one’s father’s brothers would be called “father,” and all of one’s mother’s sisters,
along with one’s biological mother, would be called “mother.” Murdock and subsequent anthropologists refer to this as the
Hawaiian system because it was found historically in Hawaii. In Hawaiian kinship terminology there are a smaller number of
kinship terms and they tend to reflect generation and gender while merging nuclear families into a larger grouping. In other words,
you, your brothers and sisters, and cousins would all be called “child” by your parents and your aunts and uncles.
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Other systems are more complicated with different terms for father’s elder brother, younger brother, grandparents on either side and
so on. Each pattern was named for a cultural group in which this pattern was found. The system that most Americans follow is
referred to as the Eskimo system, a name that comes from the old way of referring to the Inuit, an indigenous people of the Arctic
(Figure 1). Placing cultures into categories based on kinship terminology is no longer a primary focus of anthropological studies of
kinship. Differences in kinship terminology do provide insight into differences in the way people think about families and the roles
people play within them.

Sometimes the differences in categorizing relatives and in terminology reflect patrilineal and matrilineal systems of descent. For
example, in a patrilineal system, your father’s brothers are members of your lineage or clan; your mother’s brothers do not belong
to the same lineage or clan and may or may not be counted as relatives. If they are counted, they likely are called something
different from what you would call your father’s brother. Similar differences would be present in a matrilineal society.

An Example from Croatia

In many U.S. families, any brother of your mother or father is called “uncle.” In other kinship systems, however, some uncles and
aunts count as members of the family and others do not. In Croatia, which was historically a patrilineal society, all uncles are
recognized by their nephews and nieces regardless of whether they are brothers of the mother or the father. But, the uncle is called
by a specific name that depends on which side of the family he is on; different roles are associated with different types of uncles.

A child born into a traditional Croatian family will call his aunts and uncles stric and strina if they are his father’s brothers and
their wives. He will call his mother’s brothers and their wives ujak and ujna. The words tetka or tetak can be used to refer to
anyone who is a sister of either of his parents or a husband of any of his parents’ sisters. The third category, tetka or tetak, has no
reference to “side” of the family; all are either tetka or tetak.

These terms are not simply words. They reflect ideas about belonging and include expectations of behavior. Because of the
patrilineage, individuals are more likely to live with their father’s extended family and more likely to inherit from their father’s
family, but mothers and children are very close. Fathers are perceived as authority figures and are owed deference and respect. A
father’s brother is also an authority figure. Mothers, however, are supposed to be nurturing and a mother’s brother is regarded as
having a mother-like role. This is someone who spoils his sister’s children in ways he may not spoil his own. A young person may
turn to a maternal uncle, or mother’s brother in a difficult situation and expects that a maternal uncle will help him and maintain
confidentiality. These concepts are so much a part of the culture that one may refer to a more distant relative or an adult friend as a
“mother’s brother” if that person plays this kind of nurturing role in one’s life. These terms harken back to an earlier agricultural
society in which a typical family, household, and economic unit was a joint patrilineal and extended family. Children saw their
maternal uncles less frequently, usually only on special occasions. Because brothers are also supposed to be very fond of sisters and
protective of them, those additional associations are attached to the roles of maternal uncles. Both father’s sisters and mother’s
sisters move to their own husbands’ houses at marriage and are seen even less often. This probably reflects the more generic,
blended term for aunts and uncles in both these categories.[”!

Similar differences are found in Croatian names for other relatives. Side of the family is important, at least for close relatives.
Married couples have different names for in-laws if the in-law is a husband’s parent or a wife’s parent. Becoming the mother of a
married son is higher in social status than becoming the mother of a married daughter. A man’s mother gains authority over a new
daughter-in-law, who usually leaves her own family to live with her husband’s family and work side by side with her mother-in-law
in a house.

An Example from China

In traditional Chinese society, families distinguished terminologically between mother’s side and father’s side with different names
for grandparents as well as aunts, uncles, and in-laws. Siblings used terms that distinguished between siblings by gender, as we do
in English with “brother” and “sister,” but also had terms to distinguish between older and younger siblings. Intriguingly, however,
the Chinese word for “he/she/it” is a single term, ta with no reference to gender or age. The traditional Chinese family was an
extended patrilineal family, with women moving into the husband’s family household. In most regions, typically brothers stayed
together in adulthood. Children grew up knowing their fathers’ families, but not their mothers’ families. Some Chinese families

still live this way, but urbanization and changes in housing and economic livelihood have made large extended families
increasingly less practical.
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A Navajo Example

In Navajo (or Diné) society, children are “born for” their father’s families but “born to” their mother’s families, the clan to which
they belong primarily. The term clan refers to a group of people who have a general notion of common descent that is not attached
to a specific ancestor. Some clans trace their common ancestry to a common mythological ancestor. Because clan membership is so
important to identity and to social expectations in Navajo culture, when people meet they exchange clan information first to find
out how they stand in relationship to each other. People are expected to marry outside the clans of their mothers or fathers.
Individuals have responsibilities to both sides of the family, but especially to the matrilineal clan. Clans are so large that people
may not know clan every individual member, and may not even live in the same vicinity as all clan members, but rights and
obligations to any clan members remain strong in people’s thinking and in practical behavior. I recently had the experience at the
community college where I work in Central Arizona of hearing a young Navajo woman introduce herself in a public setting. She
began her address in Navajo, and then translated. Her introduction included reference to her clan memberships, and she concluded
by saying that these clan ties are part of what makes her a Navajo woman.

An Example from the United States

In many cases, cultures assign “ownership” of a child, or responsibilities for that child anyway, to some person or group other than
the mother. In the United States, if one were to question people about who is in their families, they would probably start by naming
both their parents, though increasingly single parent families are the norm. Typically, however, children consider themselves
equally related to a mother and a father even if one or both are absent from their life. This makes sense because most American
families organize themselves according to the principles of bilateral descent, as discussed above, and do not show a preference for
one side of their family or the other. So, on further inquiry, we might discover that there are siblings (distinguished with different
words by gender, but not birth order), and grandparents on either side of the family who count as family or extended family. Aunts,
uncles, and cousins, along with in-laws, round out the typical list of U.S. family members. It is not uncommon for individuals to
know more about one side of the family than the other, but given the nature of bilateral descent the idea that people on each side of
the family are equally “related” is generally accepted. The notion of bilateral descent is built into legal understandings of family
rights and responsibilities in the United States. In a divorce in most states, for example, parents are likely to share time somewhat
equally with a minor child and to have joint decision-making and financial responsibility for that child’s needs as part of a parental
agreement, unless one parent is unable or unwilling to participate as an equal.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

In a basic biological sense, women give birth and the minimal family unit in most, though not all societies, is mother and child.
Cultures elaborate that basic relationship and build on it to create units that are culturally considered central to social life. Families
grow through the birth or adoption of children and through new adult relationships often recognized as marriage. In our own
society, it is only culturally acceptable to be married to one spouse at a time though we may practice what is sometimes called
serial monogamy, or, marriage to a succession of spouses one after the other. This is reinforced by religious systems, and more
importantly in U.S. society, by law. Plural marriages are not allowed; they are illegal although they do exist because they are
encouraged under some religions or ideologies. In the United States, couples are legally allowed to divorce and remarry, but not all
religions cultural groups support this practice.

When anthropologists talk of family structures, we distinguish among several standard family types any of which can be the typical
or preferred family unit in a culture. First is the nuclear family: parents who are in a culturally-recognized relationship, such as
marriage, along with their minor or dependent children. This family type is also known as a conjugal family. A non-conjugal
nuclear family might be a single parent with dependent children, because of the death of one spouse or divorce or because a
marriage never occurred. Next is the extended family: a family of at least three-generations sharing a household. A stem family is
a version of an extended family that includes an older couple and one of their adult children with a spouse (or spouses) and
children. In situations where one child in a family is designated to inherit, it is more likely that only the inheriting child will remain
with the parents when he or she becomes an adult and marries. While this is often an oldest male, it is sometimes a different child.
In Burma or Myanmar for example, the youngest daughter was considered the ideal caretaker of elderly parents, and was generally
designated to inherit.”8! The other children will “marry out” or find other means to support themselves.

A joint family is a very large extended family that includes multiple generations. Adult children of one gender, often the males,
remain in the household with their spouses and children and they have collective rights to family property. Unmarried adult
children of both genders may also remain in the family group. For example, a household could include a set of grandparents, all of
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their adult sons with their wives and children, and unmarried adult daughters. A joint family in rare cases could have dozens of
people, such as the traditional zadruga of Croatia, discussed in greater detail below.

Polygamous families are based on plural marriages in which there are multiple wives or, in rarer cases, multiple husbands. These
families may live in nuclear or extended family households and they may or may not be close to each other spatially (see discussion
of households below). The terms step family or blended family are used to describe families that develop when adults who have
been widowed or divorced marry again and bring children from previous partnerships together. These families are common in
many countries with high divorce rates. A wonderful fictional example was The Brady Bunch of 1970s television.

Who Can You Marry?

Cultural expectations define appropriate potential marriage partners. Cultural rules emphasizing the need to marry within a cultural
group are known as endogamy. People are sometimes expected to marry within religious communities, to marry someone who is
ethnically or racially similar or who comes from a similar economic or educational background. These are endogamous marriages:
marriages within a group. Cultural expectations for marriage outside a particular group are called exogamy. Many cultures require
that individuals marry only outside their own kinship groups, for instance. In the United States laws prevent marriage between
close relatives such as first cousins. There was a time in the not so distant past, however, when it was culturally preferred for
Europeans, and Euro-Americans to marry first cousins. Royalty and aristocrats were known to betroth their children to relatives,
often cousins. Charles Darwin, who was British, married his first cousin Emma. This was often done to keep property and wealth in
the family.

In some societies, however, a cousin might be a preferred marriage partner. In some Middle Eastern societies, patrilateral cousin
marriage — marrying a male or female cousin on your father’s side — is preferred. Some cultures prohibit marriage with a cousin
who is in your lineage but, prefer that you marry a cousin who is not in your lineage. For example, if you live in a society that
traces kinship patrilineally, cousins from your father’s brothers or sisters would be forbidden as marriage partners, but cousins from
your mother’s brothers or sisters might be considered excellent marriage partners.

Arranged marriages were typical in many cultures around the world in the past including in the United States. Marriages are
arranged by families for many reasons: because the families have something in common, for financial reasons, to match people
with others from the “correct” social, economic or religious group, and for many other reasons. In India today, some people
practice a kind of modified arranged marriage practice that allows the potential spouses to meet and spend time together before
agreeing to a match. The meeting may take place through a mutual friend, a family member, community matchmaker, or even a
Marriage Meet even in which members of the same community (caste) are invited to gather (see Figure 5). Although arranged
marriages still exist in urban cities such as Mumbai, love matches are increasingly common. In general, as long as the social
requirements are met, love matches may be accepted by the families involved.
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Figure 5: This advertisement for “Marriage Meet” in Mumbai, India welcomes “boys” and “girls” from the community to

participate in a Marriage Meet, in which young people can mingle with and get to know potential spouses in a fun atmosphere.

Photo used with permission of Laura Tubelle de Gonzélez.
Polygamy refers to any marriage in which there are multiple partners. There are two kinds of polygamy: polygyny and polyandry.
Polygyny refers to marriages in which there is one husband and multiple wives. In some societies that practice polygyny, the
preference is for sororal polygyny, or the marriage of one man to several sisters. In such cases, it is sometimes believed that sisters
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will get along better as co-wives. Polyandry describes marriages with one wife and multiple husbands. As with polygyny,
fraternal polyandry is common and involves the marriage of a woman to a group of brothers.

In some cultures, if a man’s wife dies, especially if he has no children, or has young children, it is thought to be best for him to
marry one of his deceased wife’s sisters. A sister, it is believed, is a reasonable substitution for the lost wife and likely a more
loving mother to any children left behind. This practice might also prevent the need to return property exchanged at marriage, such
as dowry (payments made to the groom’s family before marriage), or bridewealth (payments made to the bride’s family before
marriage). The practice of a man marrying the sister of his deceased wife is called sororate marriage. In the case of a husband’s
death, some societies prefer that a woman marry one of her husband’s brothers, and in some cases this might be preferred even if he
already has a wife. This practice is called levirate marriage. This latter practice is described in the Old Testament.[*]

Family Size

Cultural rules generally define not only who makes up a family but also how many people should be in it. In some cultures, larger
families are considered ideal. In others, smaller families are preferred. These ideas are often linked to both practical and ideological
considerations. Practical considerations might include the availability of housing, work patterns, childcare, the economic
contribution children make to a family, or the cost of raising children. Ideological considerations include religious values related to
families. In the 1990s, I carried out field research in Croatia, investigating ideas about families. An overwhelming majority of the
people I interviewed believed that the ideal family would include three children. Most of these families commented that in their
own living memories people preferred as many children as possible so that there would be assistance for farm work. When I was
there, however, large families were no longer regarded as practical. Within the same general region, families in urban settings
overwhelmingly said that one child was ideal. A shortage of housing was the single most important factor for limiting family size
to one child in cities. In both the rural and urban settings in Croatia, most people were Roman Catholic and may have been
ideologically predisposed to larger families, but practical considerations were more important to both groups when it came to
matters of family size.

During the same period in the 1990s, it was common for families in the United States to say that the ideal family included two
children and preferably one of each gender (anecdotal). This of course varies based on factors which include, but are not limited to
the ethnicity and religion of the family. In another example, the People’s Republic of China, where I lived and worked, had an
official one-child policy.!'” A family that included only one child was not a widespread cultural ideal. Most families wished for
more children, but had to settle for less.

Families, Households and Domestic Groups

A family can be defined as the smallest group of individuals who see themselves as connected to one another. They are usually part
of larger kinship groups, but with whom they may not interact on a daily basis. Families tend to reside together and share economic
opportunities and other rights and responsibilities. Family rights and responsibilities are a significant part of understanding families
and how they work. In the United States, for example, minor children have a right to be supported materially by their parents or
other legal guardians. Parents have a responsibility to support and nurture their children. Spouses have a right to mutual support
from each other and property acquired during a marriage is considered “common property” in many U.S. states unless specified
otherwise by a pre-nuptial agreement. Some family responsibilities are cultural and not legal. Many such responsibilities are
reinforced by religious or other ideological notions.

Family members who reside together are called households. A household may include larger kinship groups who think of
themselves as separate but related families. Households may also include non-family or kin members, or could even consist
exclusively of non-related people who think of themselves as family. Many studies of families cross-culturally have focused on
household groups because it is households that are the location for many of the day-to-day activities of a society. Households are
important social units in any community

Sometimes families or households are spread across several residential units but think of themselves as a single group for many
purposes. In Croatia, because of urban housing constraints, some extended family households operate across one or more
residential spaces. An older couple and their married children might live in apartments near each other and cooperate on childcare
and cooking as a single household unit. Domestic group is another term that can be used to describe a household. Domestic groups
can describe any group of people who reside together and share activities pertaining to domestic life including but not limited to
childcare, elder care, cooking and economic support, even if they might not describe themselves as “family.”

Households may include nuclear families, extended families, joint extended families, or even combinations of families that share a
residence and other property as well as rights and responsibilities. In certain regions of Croatia large agricultural households were
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incredibly numerous. I carried out research in a region known as Slavonia, which from the seventeenth through the nineteenth
centuries was was near the border of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires. Families in portions of this region were referred
to as zadruzi (plural) or a zadruga (singular). They sometimes numbered up to 100 members, all related through blood and
marriage. But these households were much more than a nuclear or even a joint extended family. They were more like small towns
with specialists within the household group who did things such as shoe horses or sew. These very large households supported a
military culture where men between sixteen and sixty years old had to be ready for military service.l"!] A Croatian anthropologist
in the 1800s reported that one family was so large that an elderly woman died and this was not noticed for three days! The local
government in this case forced the family to divide, separating their property and residing in smaller numbers.[*?]

Creating Families: Patterns of Marriage

As described above, families can be created in many different ways. A marriage is a cultural, social, and legal process that brings
two or more individuals together to create a new family unit. Most cultures have ideas about how marriages should be arranged (
whether by families or by the individuals involved), at what age this should occur, what the married partners should have in
common (including economic status, religion, ethnicity and so on), and what cultural, religious and legal processes make a
marriage valid. In the United States, strong cultural norms suggest that individuals should marry for love and not for other reasons.
It is not unusual, however, for communities to teach children to follow certain group norms in choosing a marriage partner. Some
religious communities, for example, will not recognize marriages contracted across religious lines. Some families strongly prefer
that their children marry individuals with similar economic, cultural, or ethnic backgrounds. Because families tend to socialize with
other families similar to themselves, young people are more likely to meet others similar to themselves.

Marriage Exchanges: Dowry and Bridewealth

In many societies, marriages are affirmed with an exchange of property. This is usually the case in places where families have a
hand in arranging a marriage. A property exchange recognizes the challenges faced by a family that loses a member and by a
family that takes on a new member. These practices also reflect different notions about the value of the new family member.

Dowry payments are known from U.S. and Western European history. A dowry is a gift given by a bride’s family to either the
bride or to the groom’s family at the time of the marriage. In societies that practice dowry, families often spend many years
accumulating the gift. In some villages in the former Yugoslavia, the dowry was meant to provide for a woman if she became a
widow. The dowry was her share of her family’s property and reflected the tradition that land was usually inherited by a woman’s
brothers. The dowry might include coins, often woven together in a kind of apron and worn on her wedding day. This form of
dowry also represented a statement of wealth, prestige or high status for both families; her family’s ability to give this kind of
wealth, and the prestige of the family who was acquiring a desirable new bride. Her dowry also could include linens and other
useful items to be used during her years as a wife. In more recent times, dowries have become extravagant, including things like
refrigerators, cars, and houses.

A dowry can also represent the higher status of the groom’s family and its ability to demand a payment for taking on the economic
responsibility of a young wife. This was of thinking about dowry is more typical of societies in which women are less valued than
men. A good dowry enables a woman’s family to marry into a better family. In parts of India, a dowry could sometimes be so large
that it would be paid in installments. Bride burnings, killing a bride, could happen if her family did not continue to make the agreed
upon payments (though there may be other reasons for this awful crime in individual cases). This of course is illegal, but does
sometimes occur.[13]

Historically, dowry was most common in agricultural societies. Land was the most valuable commodity and usually land stayed in
the hands of men. Women who did not marry were sometimes seen as a burden on their own families because they were not
perceived as making an economic contribution and they represented another mouth to feed. A dowry was important for a woman to
take with her into a marriage because the groom’s family had the upper economic hand. It helped ease the tension of her arrival in
the household, especially if the dowry was substantial.

Bridewealth, by contrast, often represents a higher value placed on women and their ability to work and produce children.
Bridewealth is an exchange of valuables given from a man’s family to the family of his new wife. Bridewealth is common in
pastoralist societies in which people make their living by raising domesticated animals. The Masaai are example of one such group.
A cattle-herding culture located in Kenya and Tanzania, the Maasai pay bridewealth based on the desirability of the woman.
Culturally defined attributes such as her age, beauty, virginity, and her ability to work contribute to a woman’s value. The economic
value placed on women does not mean that women in such societies necessarily have much freedom, but it does sometimes give
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them some leverage in their new domestic situations. In rare cases, there might be simultaneous exchanges of dowry and
bridewealth. In such cases, often the bridewealth gift was more of a token than a substantial economic contribution.

Post-Marital Residence

Every culture has ideas about where a newly married couple should live. In the United States and in Western Europe, it is usually
expected that a new couple create a new domestic unit or household. Ideally they should live together in a place separate from
either of their families of orientation: the families in which they were raised. They are expected to create a new family of
procreation: a new household for raising children. The goal of most couples is to eventually live separately from their original
families so that they can focus on their new relationship and be independent. This kind of residence after marriage is called
neolocal residence (new location). Increasingly, many couples establish a residence together before marriage or may skip the
formal marriage altogether.

Another common pattern around the world is patrilocal residence (father’s location). This means that a couple generally resides
with the husband’s father’s family after marriage. This is a multi-generational practice. The new husband’s own mother likely
moved into the household when she married his father. Patrilocal residence is common around the world. It creates larger
households that can be useful in farming economies. Today, with increasing urbanization and with the very different kinds of jobs
associated with industrial capitalism, patrilocal residence has become less common.

A less common pattern worldwide is matrilocal residence. In matrilocal residence societies, men leave their matrilineal families at
marriage and move in with their wives’ mothers’ families. Quite a few Native American groups practiced matrilocal residence,
including the Hopi and the Navajo (or Diné) in the Southwest, and the Haudenosaunee (or Iroquois) tribes in the Great Lakes
region. A very interesting residence pattern found within matrilineal societies is avunculocal residence (uncle’s location). It means
that a couple will live with the wife’s mother’s brother. In matrilineal societies, in which important property, knowledge, or social
position are linked with men, the preference is to keep wealth within the matrilineal household. Property and other cultural items
are passed not from biological fathers to sons, but from maternal uncles to nephews. In doing so, property is kept within the
matriline (see Figure 3).

An excellent example of avunculocal residence is found in the Trobriand Islands in Papua New Guinea. In families where there was
position of authority or significant wealth it was common for a young man to go live with or near his mother’s brother at the time
of his marriage. Trobriand Islanders passed important magical knowledge and political positions through the mother’s lineage. The
son of a chief would not become a chief. Instead, the chief’s maternal nephew would inherit the position. Trobriand kinship and
family life is rich and complicated. Anthropologist Annette Weiner describes men and women as carrying out complementary roles
and both men and women are valued culturally. This is not a matriarchy, nor is it a true patriarchy.

The avunculocal arrangement is so important that a man or woman without a cross-gender sibling will adopt one. A woman must
have a brother to plant yam gardens for her husband when she marries. A man must have a sister to participate in exchanges of
women’s wealth on his behalf to enhance his position, and also to ensure that his soul is eventually reborn, after death, into the
matrilineage. Family life and the passing of knowledge was changing rapidly in the Trobriand Islands at the end of Weiner’s work;
more people were converting to Christianity, and while belief in magic was not yet disappearing, Christians could not inherit their
uncles’ magic. This is an example of a culture in transition. At the same time, however, Trobriand Islanders valued their traditions,
culture, and language, and were loathe to lose them altogether.[14]

Patrilocal residence is usually associated with patrilineal descent. Property, knowledge, and positions are inherited through the
father’s family or the husband’s father’s family. In the case of patrilocal residence, it was sometimes difficult for a woman to return
to her original family if her marriage ended due to death or divorce. The latter was often considered socially shaming and in
patrilineal societies women were often blamed for ending the marriage regardless of the actual circumstances. Matrilocal
residence is usually associated with matrilineal descent. Property, knowledge, and positions are inherited through the mother’s
family, or the wife’s mother’s family. Matrilineal and matrilocal societies tended to be less concerned with divorce. Men always
had a home with their mothers, aunts, and sisters and might even come and go during a marriage, carrying out responsibilities to
their maternal relatives and staying with them from time to time. Explaining the differences between patrilocal and matrilocal
residences risks stereotyping. That said, it is likely that those cultures in which women marry “out” are less likely to value women
while those in which men leave their families at marriage are more inclusive of women. This may have something to do with
economics and ideologies, but must be examined in each cultural context.

Bilocal residence (two locations) or ambilocal residence (either location) represent two additional and related residential patterns.
They are essentially the same and mean that a couple may live with or near either the husband’s or wife’s family after marriage. A
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striking example comes from the island of Dobu, a place that is not far from the Trobriand Islands in Papua New Guinea. In Dobu
society, which was traditionally matrilineal and practiced village exogamy, a married couple would alternate years living in the
husband’s village and in the wife’s village.['> In cases of bilocal or ambilocal residence while a couple has the choice to live with
either the husband’s or wife’s family, a choice is made based on which location is best able to accommodate new members or
which location needs the additional labor that comes from new members. Once the choice of residence is made, the married couple
usually remains in one place.

Inheritance

The inheritance of family property is often a part of cultural values and roles for families. In 1991, when Croatia was on the verge
of war, I remember a woman speaking about her house going to her eldest son. Her young daughter was sitting with us at the time,
and said to her mother in surprise, “Mama, why not me?” Her mother stroked her head and smiled at her, but was firm when she
said “Because you are female.” It is typical worldwide, particularly in agricultural societies, for men to inherit family property. The
best-known pattern is inheritance by the oldest male. Joint inheritance by brothers, with the oldest brother nominally in charge of
the family, is also fairly wide-spread in joint and extended families. As mentioned above, however, other patterns are found,
including property that passes from maternal uncle to maternal nephew in the Trobriand Islands, and inheritance of the family
house and corresponding responsibility to care for the older generation by the youngest daughter in Burmese families. This is a
further reminder that family organization and expectations are linked to economic systems and to the resources available to the
family. Pattern of family life and marriage do not exist apart from the physical and economic environment, and other cultural
practices.

Same-Sex Marriage

In the United States, Canada as well as other countries, two individuals of the same sex may be legally married, but in these
countries as well as other places, same-sex couples have been creating households and families for centuries, long before legal
recognition. Same-sex marriages are documented, for instance, in the history of Native American groups from the Great Plains. On
the Plains, men who preferred to dress and take on the roles of women were allowed to marry other men. It was assumed that if one
partner gathered plant food and prepared food, the other partner should have a complementary role like hunting. Androgynous
individuals, males who preferred female roles or dress, and females who took on male roles, were not condemned but regarded as
“two-spirits,” a label that had positive connotations.

Two-spirits were considered embody a third gender combining elements of both male and female. The key to the two-spirit gender
identity was behavior: what individuals did in their communities.''®) If a person who was born with a male biological sex felt his
identity and chosen lifestyle best matched the social role recognized as female, he could move into a third gender two-spirit
category. Today, Native American groups set their own laws regarding same-sex marriage. Many recognize two-spirit individuals,
and accept marriage of a two-spirit person to a person of the same biological sex. Although some nations still do not permit same-
sex marriage between tribal members, one of the largest tribal nations, the Cherokee legalized same-sex marriages in 2016.

Adoption

Adoption is another way that people form family ties. In the United States, usually it is infants or minor children who are adopted
by a non-parental family member like a grandparent, an aunt or uncle, or an older sibling, or by a non-family member. This is
usually done when a biological parent is unable or unwilling to raise a child. The decision to give up a child through adoption is a
complicated one, and one that parents do not make easily.

In other societies, adoption is viewed differently. In some Pacific Island societies, children who are adopted are considered
fortunate because they have two sets of parents; children are not given for adoption because a parent is unwilling or unable to care
for them, but rather to honor the adoptive parents. Martha Ward described a young woman in Pohnpei, Micronesia, who had a child
for her grandmother, to keep her company in her older years. In another case she described a child who went to dinner at a
relative’s house and stayed for a number of years in a kind of adoptive situation. In such cases, children retain relationships with

biological and adoptive family members, and may even move fluidly between them.[!”!

One of the more unusual forms of adoption is adopted-daughter marriage, or sim pua marriage. It is found in Taiwan and
described by anthropologist Margery Wolf. Wolf worked in Taiwan in the mid-1900s. At that time, Taiwanese families strongly
preferred sons over daughters. Sons stayed with their families in adulthood, produced the next generation, cared for parents in old
age, and carried on the tradition of ancestor veneration so that one would not become a “wandering ghost” after death. Daughters
were regarded as expensive. People believed that they raised daughters for someone else. Dowries and weddings for grown
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daughters were expensive. Families worried that they would not be able to find suitable husbands for their grown daughters, who

would remain a burden on their natal families in their later years, not producers of children or contributors in any other way.['®)

As a result a custom developed of giving up daughters to other families as future daughters-in-law. Mothers would give up their
own daughters as infants, only to take in very quickly an adopted daughter from someone else. Sometimes the future wife was
adopted before the family had a son. It was said that an adopted daughter/daughter-in-law would “lead in a son.” Adopted
daughters were reportedly not treated well. They had to do housework, help with childcare, and were not given any privileges such
as education. They were often older than their eventual husbands, and had a lower status in the family than their adoptive brothers.
There were reports of an adopted daughter being treated badly by adopted siblings, and then being expected to later marry one of
them. Wolf reports a very low birth rate among couples who were raised as siblings. Pressure to engage in these kinds of adoptions
usually came from a mother-in-law, or the husband’s mother, or a grandmother of the infant girl who had decision-making power in
the family because she was the mother of an adult son. Grandmothers saw this kind of arrangement as advantageous to the family,
according to Wolf, because birth mothers were more likely to be unhappy about losing a baby daughter, and because caring for
another child brought in a future daughter-in-law.!9]

FAMILIES AND CULTURE CHANGE

Families are adaptive groups that help address common societal concerns related to child-rearing, sexual relationships between
adults, and gender roles within the household. While there are norms and ideals, expectations and understandings regarding
families in all cultures, there are also always situations that represent variations on that norm. Sometimes these are areas where we
begin to see culture change. In the United States in the 1960s, young people began to live together openly outside of marriage as
couples. Those relationships were often socially disapproved, but today it is much more socially acceptable and common for people
to live together prior to marriage or even instead of marriage. Often the couple will also have children before they decide to marry.
An ideological variation that began nearly sixty years ago has led to a widespread culture change in attitudes toward marriage.

In the Croatian Republic of Yugoslavia in the 1980s, shortly after the death of long-time leader Josip Broz “Tito,” it was still
expected that a young couple would live with a husband’s family at marriage. At that time, I was engaged in fieldwork that focused
on social change. The socialist government had implemented legislation and social programs to support women moving out of
traditional roles, becoming educated and productive members of the workforce, and participating in the professional class. There
was state-funded daycare and liberal legislation regarding birth control and abortion among other efforts to improve or change the
traditional roles of women.

In reality, however, marriage and parenthood were still highly valued. Couples often married at a young age and women tended to
still be responsible for all housework. Women themselves valued keeping a clean house, cooking homemade food from scratch
without using prepared foods, and caring for their families. Most young wives and mothers lived with their husbands’ families.
Traditionally, mothers of sons gained power and respect in the family from their married son and daughter-in-law. In the past this
relationship was sometimes described as a difficult one, with a daughter-in-law having little say in family and household life. Some
of that seemed to persist in the 1980s. Women living with mothers-in-law did not have a great deal of freedom of choice and had to
prove themselves at home, leaving less time to think about progressing in education or work.[?")

In an urban environment, however, housing was in short supply. If a family had two sons and one was already married and still
living with his natal family, the second son might live with the wife’s family at marriage if that family had the space. In these
situations, which were not considered ideal but still were in the range of acceptable alternatives, young married women found
themselves living with their own mothers rather than a mother-in-law. A mother tended to make life easier for her own daughter
rather than insisting that she do quite so much household work. Mothers and daughters were more often easy partners in a
household. The mother-in-law of a young man tended not to make his life difficult, but rather to regard him fondly. Women who
lived with their own families after marriage were more likely to be able to continue their education, take promotions at work, make
more of the opportunities that were provided under socialism.

In Croatia, government engineered policies alone did not produce changes in family patterns or gender roles. It was a variety of
factors, including economic pressures and housing shortages, which combined to create an environment in which families changed.
It became increasingly common for couples to live with the wife’s family and eventually to live on their own. Today in Croatia,
women have a great deal of freedom of choice, are likely to live alone with their husbands or, like in the United States, Canada, and
European countries, to live with a partner outside of marriage. Change occurs in family life when social and cultural conditions also
change.

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263267



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263267?pdf

LibreTexts"

CONCLUSION

The institutions of the family and marriage are found in all societies and are part of cultural understandings of the way the world
should work. In all cultures there are variations that are acceptable as well as situations in which people cannot quite meet the ideal.
How people construct families varies greatly from one society to another, but there are patterns across cultures that are linked to
economics, religion, and other cultural and environmental factors. The study of families and marriage is an important part of
anthropology because family and household groups play a central role in defining relationships between people and making society
function. While there is nothing in biology that dictates that a family group be organized in a particular way, our cultural
expectations leads to ideas about families that seem “natural” to us. As cultures change over time, ideas about family also adapt to
new circumstances.

Discussion Questions

1. Why is it important for anthropologists to understand the kinship, descent, and family relationships that exist in the cultures
they study? In what ways can family relationships structure the lives of individuals?

2. Status and role define the position of people within the family as well as the behaviors they are expected to perform. What are
some of the statuses and roles found in families in your community? How have these changed over time?

3. In this chapter, Gilliland describes several different patterns of family organization including nuclear families, extended
families, and joint families. While small nuclear families are common in the United States, larger families are common in many
other societies. What do you think are some of the practical effects of both small and large families on everyday life?

GLOSSARY

Avunculocal: married individuals live with or near an uncle.

Bilateral descent: descent is recognized through both the father and the mother’s sides of the family.

Bridewealth: payments made to the bride’s family by the groom’s family before marriage.

Clan: a group of people who have a general notion of common descent that is not attached to a specific biological ancestor.
Descent groups: relationships that provide members with a sense of identity and social support based on ties of shared ancestry.
Domestic group: a term that can be used to describe a group of people who live together even if members do not consider
themselves to be family.

Dowry: payments made to the groom’s family by the bride’s family before marriage.

Endogamy: a term describing expectations that individuals must marry within a particular group.

Exogamy: a term describing expectations that individuals must marry outside a particular group.

Extended family: a family of at least three-generations sharing a household.

Family: the smallest group of individuals who see themselves as connected to one another.

Family of orientation: the family in which an individual is raised.

Family of procreation: a new household formed for the purpose of conceiving and raising children.

Household: family members who reside together.

Joint family: a very large extended family that includes multiple generations.

Kinship: term used to describe culturally recognized ties between members of a family, the social statuses used to define family
members, and the expected behaviors associated with these statuses.

Kinship diagrams: charts used by anthropologists to visually represent relationships between members of a kinship group.
Kinship system: the pattern of culturally recognized relationships between family members.

Kinship terminology: the terms used in a language to describe relatives.

Levirate: the practice of a woman marrying one of her deceased husband’s brothers.

Lineage: term used to describe any form of descent from a common ancestor.

Matriarchal: a society in which women have authority to make decisions.

Matrilineal descent: a kinship group created through the maternal line (mothers and their children).

Matrilocal residence: married individuals live with or near the wife’s mother’s family.

Neolocal residence: newly married individuals establish a household separate from other family members.

Nuclear family: a parent or parents who are in a culturally-recognized relationship, such as marriage, along with minor or
dependent children.

Patrilateral cousin marriage: the practice of marrying a male or female cousin on the father’s side of the family.

Patrilineal descent: a kinship group created through the paternal line (fathers and their children).

Patrilocal residence: married individuals live with or near the husband’s father’s family.
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Polygamous: families based on plural marriages in which there are multiple wives or, in rarer cases, multiple husbands.
Polyandry: marriages with one wife and multiple husbands.

Polygyny: marriages in which there is one husband and multiple wives.

Role: the set of behaviors expected of an individual who occupies a particular status.

Serial monogamy: marriage to a succession of spouses one after the other.

Sororate marriage: the practice of a man marrying the sister of his deceased wife.

Status: any culturally-designated position a person occupies in a particular setting.

Stem family: a version of an extended family that includes an older couple and one of their adult children with a spouse (or
spouses) and children.

Unilineal: descent is recognized through only one line or side of the family.
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8: Economics

4) Learning Objectives

o Define economic anthropology and identify ways in which economic anthropology differs from the field of Economics

e Describe the characteristics of the three modes of production: domestic production, tributary production, and capitalist
production.

o Compare reciprocity, redistribution, and market modes of exchange.

o Assess the significance of general purpose money for economic exchange.

o Evaluate the ways in which commodities become personally and socially meaningful.

o Use a political economy perspective to assess examples of global economic inequality and structural violence.

One of the hallmarks of the human species is our flexibility: culture enables humans to thrive in extreme artic and desert
environments, to make our homes in cities and rural settings alike. Yet amidst this great diversity there are also universals. For
example, all humans, like all organisms, must eat. We all must make our living in the world, whether we do so through foraging,
farming, or factory work. At its heart, economic anthropology is a study of livelihoods: how humans work to obtain the material
necessities such as food, clothing, and shelter that sustain our lives. Across time and space, different societies have organized their
economic lives in radically different ways. Economic anthropologists explore this diversity, focusing on how people produce,
exchange, and consume material objects and the role that immaterial things such as labor, services, and knowledge play in our
efforts to secure our livelihood."] As humans, we all have the same basic needs, but understanding how and why we meet those
needs—in often shared but sometimes unique ways—is what shapes the field of economic anthropology.

Economic anthropology is always in dialogue (whether implicitly or explicitly) with the discipline of economics.[2] However, there
are several important differences between the two disciplines. Perhaps most importantly, economic anthropology encompasses the
production, exchange, consumption, meaning, and uses of both material objects and immaterial services, whereas contemporary
economics focuses primarily on market exchanges. In addition, economic anthropologists dispute the idea that all individual
thoughts, choices, and behaviors can be understood through a narrow lens of rational, self-interested decision-making. When asking
why people choose to buy a new shirt rather than shoes, anthropologists, and increasingly economists, look beyond the motives of
Homo economicus to determine how social, cultural, political, and institutional forces shape humans’ everyday decisions.[3]

As a discipline, economics studies the decisions made by people and businesses and how these decisions interact in the
marketplace. Economists’ models generally rest on several assumptions: that people know what they want, that their economic
choices express these wants, and that their wants are defined by their culture. Economics is a normative theory because it specifies
how people should act if they want to make efficient economic decisions. In contrast, anthropology is a largely descriptive social
science; we analyze what people actually do and why they do it. Economic anthropologists do not necessarily assume that people
know what they want (or why they want it) or that they are free to act on their own individual desires.

Rather than simply focusing on market exchanges and individual decision-making, anthropologists consider three distinct phases of
economic activity: production, exchange, and consumption. Production involves transforming nature and raw materials into the
material goods that are useful and/or necessary for humans. Exchange involves how these goods are distributed among people.
Finally, consumption refers to how we use these material goods: for example, by eating food or constructing homes out of bricks.
This chapter explores each of these dimensions of economic life in detail, concluding with an overview of how anthropologists
understand and challenge the economic inequalities that structure everyday life in the twenty-first century.

MODES OF PRODUCTION

A key concept in anthropological studies of economic life is the mode of production, or the social relations through which human
labor is used to transform energy from nature using tools, skills, organization, and knowledge. This concept originated with
anthropologist Eric Wolf, who was strongly influenced by the social theorist Karl Marx. Marx argued that human consciousness is
not determined by our cosmologies or beliefs but instead by our most basic human activity: work. Wolf identified three distinct
modes of production in human history: domestic (kin-ordered), tributary, and capitalist.[*! Domestic or kin-ordered production
organizes work on the basis of family relations and does not necessarily involve formal social domination, or the control of and
power over other people. However, power and authority may be exerted on specific groups based on age and gender. In the
tributary mode of production, the primary producer pays tribute in the form of material goods or labor to another individual or
group of individuals who controls production through political, religious, or military force. The third mode, capitalism, is the one
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most familiar to us. The capitalist mode of production has three central features: (1) private property is owned by members of the
capitalist class; (2) workers sell their labor power to the capitalists in order to survive; and (3) surpluses of wealth are produced,
and these surpluses are either kept as profit or reinvested in production in order to generate further surplus. As we will see in the
next section, Modes of Exchange, capitalism also links markets to trade and money in very unique ways. First, though, we will take
a closer look at each of the three modes of production

Domestic Production

The domestic, or kin-ordered, mode of production characterizes the lives of foragers and small-scale subsistence farmers with
social structures that are more egalitarian than those characterizing the other modes of production (though these structures are still
shaped by age- and gender-based forms of inequality). In the domestic mode of production, labor is organized on the basis of
kinship relations (which is why this form of production is also known as kin-ordered). In southern Mexico and parts of Central
America, many indigenous people primarily make their living through small-scale subsistence maize farming. Subsistence farmers
produce food for their family’s own consumption (rather than to sell). In this family production system, the men generally clear the
fields and the whole family works together to plant the seeds. Until the plants sprout, the children spend their days in the fields
protecting the newly planted crops. The men then weed the crops and harvest the corn cobs, and, finally, the women work to dry
the corn and remove the kernels from the cobs for storage. Over the course of the year mothers and daughters typically grind the
corn by hand using a metate, or grinding stone (or, if they are lucky, they might have access to a mechanical grinder). Ultimately,
the corn is used to make the daily tortillas the family consumes at each meal. This example demonstrates how the domestic mode
of production organizes labor and daily activities within families according to age and gender.

Figure 1: Woman Grinding Corn with a Metate

Foraging societies are also characterized by (1) the collective ownership of the primary means of production, (2) lower rates of
social domination, and (3) sharing. For example, the Dobe Ju/’hoansi (also known as the !Kung), a society of approximately 45,000
people living in the Kalahari Desert of Botswana and Namibia, typically live in small groups consisting of siblings of both sexes,
their spouses, and children. They all live in a single camp and move together for part of the year. Typically women collect plant
foods and men hunt for meat. These resources are pooled within family groups and distributed within wider kin networks when
necessary. However, women will also kill animals when the opportunity presents itself, and men spend time collecting plant foods,
even when hunting.

As discussed in the Marriage and Family chapter, kinship relations are determined by culture, not biology. Interestingly, in addition
to genealogical kinship, the Dobe Ju/’hoansi recognize kinship relations on the basis of gender-linked names; there are relatively
few names, and in this society the possession of common names trumps genealogical ties. This means that an individual would call
anyone with his father’s name “father.” The Dobe Ju/’hoansi have a third kinship system that is based on the principle that an older
person determines the kinship terms that will be used in relation with another individual (so, for example, an elderly woman may
refer to a young male as her nephew or grandson, thus creating a kin relationship). The effect of these three simultaneous kinship
systems is that virtually everyone is kin in Ju/’hoansi society—those who are biologically related and those who are not. This
successfully expands the range of individuals with whom products of labor, such as meat from a kill, must be shared.!® These
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beliefs and the behaviors they inspire reinforce key elements of the domestic mode of production: collective ownership, low levels
of social domination, and sharing.

Tributary Production

The tributary mode of production is found in social systems divided into classes of rulers and subjects. Subjects, typically farmers
and/or herders, produce for themselves and their families, but they also give a proportion of their goods or labor to their rulers as
tribute. The tributary mode of production characterizes a variety of precapitalist, state-level societies found in Europe, Asia, Africa,
and the Americas. These societies share several common features: (1) the dominant units of production are communities organized
around kinship relations; (2) the state’s society depends on the local communities, and the tribute collected is used by the ruling
class rather than exchanged or reinvested; (3) relationships between producers and rulers are often conflictual; and (4) production is
controlled politically rather than through the direct control of the means of production. Some historic tributary systems, such as
those found in feudal Europe and medieval Japan, were loosely organized, whereas others, such as the pre-contact Inca Empire and
imperial China, were tightly managed.

In the Chinese imperial system, rulers not only demanded tribute in the form of material goods but also organized large-scale
production and state-organized projects such as irrigation, roads, and flood control. In addition to accumulating agricultural
surpluses, imperial officials also controlled large industrial and commercial enterprises, acquiring necessary products, such as salt,
porcelain, or bricks, through nonmarket mechanisms. The rulers of most tributary systems were determined through descent and/or
military and political service. However, the 1,000-year imperial Chinese system (CE 960-1911) was unique in that new members
were accepted based on their performance in examinations that any male could take, even males of low status.!®) Despite this
exception, the Chinese imperial system exhibits many hallmarks of the tributary mode of production, including the political control
of production and the collection of tribute to support state projects and the ruling classes.

Capitalist Production

The capitalist mode of production is the most recent. While many of us may find it difficult to conceive of an alternative to
capitalism, it has in fact only existed for a mere fraction of human history, first originating with the North American and western
European industrial revolution during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Capitalism is distinguished from the other two
modes of production as an economic system based on private property owned by a capitalist class. In the domestic and tributary
modes of production, workers typically own their means of production (for example, the land they farm). However, in the capitalist
mode of production, workers typically do not own the factories they work in or the businesses they work for, and so they sell their
labor power to other people, the capitalists, in order to survive. By keeping wages low, capitalists are able to sell the products of the
workers’ labor for more than it costs to produce the products. This enables capitalists, or those who own the means of production,
to generate a surplus that is either kept as profit or reinvested in production with the goal of generating additional surplus.
Therefore, an important distinguishing feature of the capitalist mode of production is that workers are separated from the means of
production (for example, from the factories they work in or the businesses they work for), whereas in the domestic and tributary
modes workers are not separated from the means of production (they own their own land or they have free access to hunting and
foraging grounds). In the domestic and tributary modes of production, workers also retain control over the goods they produce (or a
portion of them), and they control their own labor, deciding when and when not to work.l”) However, this is not true within
capitalism. A factory worker does not own the widget that she helps build in a factory, and she cannot decide when she would like
to show up at work each day.

Economic anthropologists stress that people and communities are differentially integrated into the capitalist mode of production.
For example, some subsistence farmers may also produce a small crop of agricultural commodities in order to earn cash income to
pay for necessities, such as machetes or farm tools, that they cannot make themselves. Many of us have had “informal” jobs
tending a neighbor’s children or mowing someone’s lawn. Informal work such as this, where one does not work on a full-time,
contracted basis, is especially important in developing countries around the world where informal employment comprises one-half
to three-quarters of nonagricultural employment.[®]

Even in our own capitalist society, many of us regularly produce and exchange goods and services outside of the so-called formal
marketplace: baking zucchini bread for a cousin who shares her vegetable garden’s produce, for example, or buying fair-trade
chocolate from a cooperative grocery store. We might spend Sundays volunteering in a church’s nursery, or perhaps moonlighting
as a server for a friend’s catering business, working “under the table” for cash. Each of these examples highlights how even in
advanced capitalist societies, we engage in diverse economic practices every day. If, as some suggest, economic anthropology is at
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its heart a search for alternatives to capitalism, it is useful to explore the many diverse economies that are thriving alongside
capitalist modes of production and exchange.!)

Fair-Trade Coffee Farmers: 21st Century Peasants

Small-scale, semi-subsistence farmers make up the largest single group of people on the planet today. Once known as peasants,
these people pose an interesting conundrum to economic anthropologists because they live their lives both inside and outside of
global capitalism and state societies. These farmers primarily use their own labor to grow the food their families eat. They might
also produce some type of commodity for sale. For example, many of the indigenous corn farmers in southern Mexico and Central
America discussed earlier also produce small amounts of coffee that they sell in order to earn money to buy school supplies for
their children, building supplies for their homes, clothing, and other things that they cannot produce themselves.

There are between 20 and 25 million small farmers growing coffee in more than 50 countries around the world. A portion of these
small coffee farmers are organized into cooperatives in order to collectively sell their coffee as fair-trade certified. Fair trade is a
trading partnership, based on dialogue, transparency, and respect, that seeks greater equity in international trade. According to
Fairtrade International, fair trade supports farmers and workers to combat poverty and strengthen their livelihoods by establishing a
minimum price for as many fair-trade products as possible; providing, on top of stable prices, a fair-trade premium; improving the
terms of trade for farmers by providing access to information, clear contracts with pre-payments, access to markets and financing;
and promoting better living wages and working conditions.'”! In order to certify their coffee, small farmers must belong to
democratically run producers’ associations in which participation is open to all eligible growers, regardless of ethnicity, gender,
religion, or political affiliation.

To better understand how indigenous farmers practice kin-organized subsistence maize production while simultaneously producing
an agricultural commodity for global markets, I conducted long-term research in a highland Guatemala community.!'") In 1977 a
small number of Tz’utujil Maya coffee farmers formed a cooperative, La Voz Que Clama en el Desierto (A Voice Crying Out in the
Wilderness), with the goal of securing higher prices for their agricultural products and escaping the severe poverty they struggled
against on a daily basis. Since the early 1990s the group has produced high-quality organic and fair-trade certified coffee for the
U.S. market.

The farmers work tirelessly to ensure that their families have sufficient corn to eat and that their coffee meets the cooperative’s
high standards of quality. The members of La Voz refer to their coffee trees as their “children” who they have lovingly tended for
decades. High-quality, organic coffee production is time consuming and arduous—it requires almost daily attention. During the
coffee harvest between December and March, wives, husbands, and children work together to pick the coffee cherries by hand as
they ripen and carry them to the wet mill each afternoon.

Figure 2: Sorting Coffee Beans

While these farmers are producing a product for the global market, it is not strictly a capitalist mode of production. They own their
own land and they sell the fruits of their labor for guaranteed prices. They also work cooperatively with one another, pooling and
exchanging their labor, in order to guarantee the smooth functioning of their organization. This cooperation, while essential, is hard
work. Because the fair-trade system does not rely on anonymous market exchanges, members of La Voz must also dedicate time to
nurturing their relationships with the coffee importers, roasters, advocates, and consumers who support all their hard work through
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promotion and purchases. This means attending receptions when buyers visit, dressing up in traditional clothing to pick coffee on
film for marketing materials, and putting up with questions from nosy anthropologists.

Because the coffee farmers also produce much of the food their families consume, they enjoy a great deal of flexibility. In times of
hardship, they can redirect their labor to other activities by intensifying corn production, migrating in search of wage labor, or
planting other crops. Their ultimate goal is to maintain the family’s economic autonomy, which is rooted in ownership of the means
of production—in this case, their land. A close examination of these farmers’ lives reveals that they are not relics of a precapitalist
system. Instead, their economic activity is uniquely adapted to the contemporary global economy in order to ensure their long-term
survival.

Salaula in Zambia: The Informal Economy

The informal economy includes a diverse range of activities that are unregulated (and untaxed) by the state: rickshaw pullers in
Calcutta, street vendors in Mexico City, and scrap-metal recyclers in Lexington, Kentucky, are all considered informal workers.
Informal economies include people who are informally self-employed and those working informally for other people’s enterprises.
In some parts of the world the informal economy is a significant source of income and revenue. In Sub-Saharan Africa, for
example, the informal economy generates nearly 40 percent as much revenue as that included in the “official” gross domestic
product.l'?! Consequently, the informal economy is of great interest to economic anthropologists. However, the term “informal
economy” is critiqued by some scholars since often what we refer to as informal economies are actually quite formal and
organized, even though this organization is not regulated by the state and may be based on an internal logic that makes the most
sense to those who participate in the exchanges.

Karen Hansen provides an in-depth look at the lives of vendors in the salaula, the secondhand clothing markets in Zambia in
southern Africa.['3! Salaula, a term that literally means “to rummage through a pile,” is an unusual industry that begins in many of
our own homes. In today’s era of fast fashion in which Americans buy more than 20 billion garments each year (that’s 68 garments
per person!), many of us regularly bag up our gently used, unfashionable clothing and drop it off at a nearby Goodwill shop./*#!
Only about half of these donated clothes actually end up in charity thrift stores. The rest are sold to one of the nearly 300 firms that
specialize in the global clothing recycling business. The textile recycling firms sort the clothing by grades; the higher-quality items
are sent to Central America, and the lowest grades go to African and Asian countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa an estimated 50
percent of purchased clothing consists of these secondhand imports, referred to by some consumers as “dead man’s clothes”
because of the belief that they come from the deceased.!'> In Zambia the secondhand clothes are imported in bulk by 40 wholesale
firms that, in turn, sell the clothes to salaula traders. The traders sell the clothes out of their homes and in large public markets.

Typically the people working as salaula traders have either never had formal-sector jobs or have lost their jobs in the public or
private sector. Often they start selling in order to accumulate money for other activities or as a sideline business. Hansen found that
there were slightly more female sellers and that women were more likely to be single heads of households. Successful salaula
trading requires business acumen and practical skills. Flourishing traders cultivate their consumer knowledge, develop sales
strategies, and experiment with display and pricing. While salaula trading has relatively low barriers to entry (one simply has to
purchase a bale of clothing from a wholesale importer in order to get started), in this informal market scale is important: salaula
moves best when traders have a lot of it on offer. Traders also have to understand the local cultural politics in order to successfully
earn a living in this sector. For example, salaula is different from used clothing from people someone knows. In fact, secondhand
clothing with folds and wrinkles from the bale is often the most desirable because it is easily identifiable as “genuine” salaula.!'®!
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Figure 3: Roadside Salaula Trader, Zambia

The global salaula commodity chain presents an interesting example of how material goods can flow in and out of capitalist modes
of production and exchange. For example, I might buy a dress that was produced in a factory to give (not sell!) to my young niece.
After wearing the dress for several months, Maddie will probably outgrow it, and her Mom will drop it off at the nearby Goodwill
shop. There is a 50 percent chance that the dress will be sold by the charity to a clothing recycler who will export it to Zambia or a
nearby country. From there the dress will end up in a bale of clothing that is purchased by a salaula trader in Lusaka. At this point
the dress enters the informal economy as the salaula markets are unregulated and untaxed. A consumer might buy the dress and
realize that it does not quite fit her own daughter. She might then take it to her neighbor, who works informally as a tailor, for
alternations. Rather than paying her neighbor for the work on the dress, the consumer might instead arrange to reciprocate at a later
date by cleaning the tailor’s home. This single item of clothing that has traveled the globe and moved in and out of formal and
informal markets highlights how diverse our economic lives really are, a theme that we will return to at the end of this chapter.

MODES OF EXCHANGE

There are three distinct ways to integrate economic and social relations and distribute material goods. Contemporary economics
only studies the first, market exchange. Most economic models are unable to explain the second two, reciprocity and redistribution,
because they have different underlying logics. Economic anthropology, on the other hand, provides rich and nuanced perspective
into how diverse modes of exchange shape, and are shaped by, everyday life across space and time. Anthropologists understand
market exchange to be a form of trade that today most commonly involves general purpose money, bargaining, and supply and
demand price mechanisms. In contrast, reciprocity involves the exchange of goods and services and is rooted in a mutual sense of
obligation and identity. Anthropologists have identified three distinct types of reciprocity, which we will explore shortly:
generalized, balanced, and negative.'” Finally, redistribution occurs when an authority of some type (a temple priest, a chief, or
even an institution such as the Internal Revenue Service) collects economic contributions from all community members and then
redistributes these back in the form of goods and services. Redistribution requires centralized social organization, even if at a small
scale (for example, within the foraging societies discussed above). As we will see, various modes of exchange can and do coexist,
even within capitalism.

Reciprocity

While early economic anthropology often seemed focused on detailed investigations of seemingly exotic economic practices,
anthropologists such as Bronislaw Malinowski and Marcel Mauss used ethnographic research and findings to critique Western,
capitalist economic systems. Today, many follow in this tradition and some would agree with Keith Hart’s statement that economic
anthropology “at its best has always been a search for an alternative to capitalism.”['8] Mauss, a French anthropologist, was one of
the first scholars to provide an in-depth exploration of reciprocity and the role that gifts play in cultural systems around the world.
1191 Mauss asked why humans feel obliged to reciprocate when they receive a gift. His answer was that giving and reciprocating
gifts, whether these are material objects or our time, creates links between the people involved.[20]

Over the past century, anthropologists have devoted considerable attention to the topic of reciprocity. It is an attractive one because
of the seemingly moral nature of gifts: many of us hope that humans are not solely self-interested, antisocial economic actors. Gifts
are about social relations, not just about the gifts themselves; as we will see, giving a gift that contains a bit of oneself builds a
social relationship with the person who receives it.?!! Studying reciprocity gives anthropologists unique insights into the moral
economy, or the processes through which customs, cultural values, beliefs, and social coercion influence our economic behavior.
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The economy can be understood as a symbolic reflection of the cultural order and the sense of right and wrong that people adhere
to within that cultural order.??) This means that economic behavior is a unique cultural practice, one that varies across time and
space.

Generalized Reciprocity

Consider a young child. Friends and family members probably purchase numerous gifts for the child, small and large. People give
freely of their time: changing diapers, cooking meals, driving the child to soccer practice, and tucking the child in at night. These
myriad gifts of toys and time are not written down; we do not keep a running tally of everything we give our children. However, as
children grow older they begin to reciprocate these gifts: mowing an elderly grandmother’s yard, cooking dinner for a parent who
has to work late, or buying an expensive gift for an older sibling. When we gift without reckoning the exact value of the gift or
expecting a specific thing in return we are practicing generalized reciprocity. This form of reciprocity occurs within the closest
social relationships where exchange happens so frequently that monitoring the value of each item or service given and received
would be impossible, and to do so would lead to tension and quite possibly the eventual dissolution of the relationship.

However, generalized reciprocity is not necessarily limited to households. In my own suburban Kentucky neighborhood we engage
in many forms of generalized reciprocity. For example, we regularly cook and deliver meals for our neighbors who have a new
baby, a sick parent, or recently deceased relative. Similarly, at Halloween we give out handfuls of candy (sometimes spending $50
or more in the process). I do not keep a close tally of which kid received which candy bar, nor do my young daughters pay close
attention to which houses gave more or less desirable candy this year. In other cultures, generalized reciprocity is the norm rather
than the exception. Recall the Dobe Ju/’hoansi foragers who live in the Kalahari Desert: they have a flexible and overlapping
kinship system which ensures that the products of their hunting and gathering are shared widely across the entire community. This
generalized reciprocity reinforces the solidarity of the group; however, it also means that Dobe Ju/’hoansi have very few individual
possessions and generosity is a prized personality trait.

Balanced Reciprocity

Unlike generalized reciprocity, balanced reciprocity is more of a direct exchange in which something is traded or given with the
expectation that something of equal value will be returned within a specific time period. This form of reciprocity involves three
distinct stages: the gift must be given, it has to be received, and a reciprocal gift has to be returned. A key aspect of balanced
reciprocity is that without reciprocation within an appropriate time frame, the exchange system will falter and the social
relationship might end. Balanced reciprocity generally occurs at a social level more distant than the family, but it usually occurs
among people who know each other. In other words, complete strangers would be unlikely to engage in balanced reciprocity
because they would not be able to trust the person to reciprocate within an acceptable period of time.

Figure 4: Mwali from the Kula Exchange

The Kula ring system of exchange found in the Trobriand Islands in the South Pacific is one example of balanced reciprocity. A
Kaula ring involves the ceremonial exchange of shell and bead necklaces (soulava) for shell arm bands (mwali) between trading
partners living on different islands. The arm bands and necklaces constantly circulate and only have symbolic value, meaning they
bring the temporary owner honor and prestige but cannot be bought or sold for money. Malinowski was the first anthropologist to
study the Kula ring, and he found that although participants did not profit materially from the exchange, it served several important
functions in Trobriand society.[*>) Because participants formed relationships with trading participants on other islands, the Kula
ring helped solidify alliances among tribes, and overseas partners became allies in a land of danger and insecurity. Along with arm
bands and necklaces, Kula participants were also engaging in more mundane forms of trade, bartering from one island to another.
Additionally, songs, customs, and cultural influences also traveled along the Kula route. Finally, although ownership of the arm
bands and necklaces was always temporary (for eventually participants are expected to gift the items to other partners in the ring),
Kula participants took great pride and pleasure in the items they received. The Kula ring exhibits all the hallmarks of balanced
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reciprocity: necklaces are traded for armbands with the expectation that objects of equal value will be returned within a specific
time period.

The Work of Reciprocity at Christmas

How many of us give and receive gifts during the holiday season? Christmas is undeniably a religious celebration, yet while nine in
ten Americans say they celebrate Christmas, about half view it to be more of a secular holiday. Perhaps this is why eight in ten non-
Christians in the United States now celebrate Christmas.”?* How and why has this one date in the liturgical calendar come to be so
central to U.S. culture and what does gift giving have to do with it? In 1865, Christmas was declared a national holiday; just 25
years later, Ladies’ Home Journal was already complaining that the holiday had become overly commercialized.”> A recent
survey of U.S. citizens found that we continue to be frustrated with the commercialization of the season: one-third say they dislike
the materialism of the holidays, one-fifth are unhappy with the expenses of the season, and one in ten dislikes holiday shopping in
crowded malls and stores.?®!

When asked what they like most about the holiday season, 70 percent of U.S. residents say spending time with family and friends.
This raises the question of how and why reciprocal gift giving has become so central to the social relationships we hope to nurture
at Christmas. The anthropologist James Carrier argues that the affectionate giving at the heart of modern Christmas is in fact a
celebration of personal social relations. "?”! Among our family members and closest friends this gift giving is generalized and more
about the expression of sentiment. When we exchange gifts with those outside this small circle it tends to be more balanced, and
we expect some form of equivalent reciprocation. If I spend $50 on a lavish gift for a friend, my feelings will undoubtedly be hurt
when she reciprocates with a $5 gift card to Starbucks.

Christmas shopping is arduous—we probably all know someone who heads to the stores at midnight on Black Friday to get a
jumpstart on their consumption. Throughout the month of December we complain about how crowded the stores are and how tired
we are of wrapping presents. Let’s face it: Christmas is a lot of work! Recall how the reciprocity of the Kula ring served many
functions in addition to the simple exchange of symbolic arm bands and shell necklaces. Similarly, Christmas gift giving is about
more than exchanging commodities. In order to cement our social relationships we buy and wrap gifts (even figuratively by placing
a giant red bow on oversize items like a new bicycle) in order to symbolically transform the impersonal commodities that populate
our everyday lives into meaningful gifts. The ritual of shopping, wrapping, giving, and receiving proves to us that we can create a
sphere of love and intimacy alongside the world of anonymous, monetary exchange. The ritualistic exchange of gifts is
accompanied by other traditions, such as the circulation of holiday cards that have no economic or practical value, but instead are
used to reinforce social relationships. When we view Christmas through a moral economy lens, we come to understand how our
economic behavior is shaped by our historical customs, cultural values, beliefs, and even our need to maintain appearances.
Christmas is hard work, but with any luck we will reap the rewards of strong relational bonds.?!

Negative Reciprocity

Unlike balanced and generalized reciprocity, negative reciprocity is an attempt to get something for nothing. It is the most
impersonal of the three forms of reciprocity and it commonly exists among people who do not know each other well because close
relationships are incompatible with attempts to take advantage of other people. Gambling is a good example of negative reciprocity,
and some would argue that market exchange, in which one participant aims to buy low while the other aims to sell high, can also be
a form of negative reciprocity.

The emails always begin with a friendly salutation: “Dear Beloved Friend, I know this message will come to you as surprised but
permit me of my desire to go into business relationship with you.” The introduction is often followed by a long involved story of
deaths and unexpected inheritances: “I am Miss Naomi Surugaba, a daughter to late Al-badari Surugaba of Libya whom was
murdered during the recent civil war in Libya in March 2011....my late Father came to Cotonou Benin republic with USD
4,200,000.00 (US$4.2M) which he deposited in a Bank here...for safe keeping. I am here seeking for an avenue to transfer the fund
to you....Please I will offer you 20% of the total sum for your assistance.....”"?>! The emails are crafted to invoke a sense of
balanced reciprocity: the authors tell us how trustworthy and esteemed we are and offer to give us a percentage of the money in
exchange for our assistance. However, most savvy recipients immediately recognize that these scams are in fact a form of negative
reciprocity since they know they will never actually receive the promised money and, in fact, will probably lose money if they give
their bank account information to their correspondent.

The anthropologist Daniel Smith studied the motives and practices of Nigerian email scammers who are responsible for
approximately one-fifth of these types of emails that flood Western inboxes.[*”) He found that 419 scams, as they are known in
Nigeria (after the section of the criminal code outlawing fraud), emerged in the largest African state (Nigeria has more than 130
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million residents, nearly 70 percent of whom live below the poverty line) in the late 1990s when there were few legitimate
economic opportunities for the large number of educated young people who had the English skills and technological expertise
necessary for successful scams. Smith spoke with some of the Nigerians sending these emails and found that they dreamed of a big
payoff someday. They reportedly felt bad for people who were duped, but said that if Americans were greedy enough to fall for it
they got what they deserved.

The typical email correspondence always emphasizes the urgency, confidentiality, and reciprocity of the proposed arrangement.
Smith argues that the 419 scams mimic long-standing cultural practices around kinship and patronage relations. While clearly 419
scammers are practicing negative reciprocity by trying to get something for nothing (unfortunately we will never receive the 20
percent of the $4.2 million that Miss Naomi Surugaba promised us), many in the United States continue to be lured in by the veneer
of balanced reciprocity. The FBI receives an estimated 4,000 complaints about advance fee scams each year, and annual victim
losses total over $55 million.[31]

Redistribution

Redistribution is the accumulation of goods or labor by a particular person or institution for the purpose of dispersal at a later date.
Redistribution is found in all societies. For example, within households we pool our labor and resources, yet we rarely distribute
these outside of our family. For redistribution to become a central economic process, a society must have a centralized political
apparatus to coordinate and enforce the practice.

Redistribution can occur alongside other forms of exchange. For example, in the United States everyone who works in the formal
sector pays federal taxes to the Internal Revenue Service. During the 2015 fiscal year the IRS collected $3.3 trillion in federal
revenue. It processed 243 million returns, and 119 million of these resulted in a tax refund. In total, $403.3 billion tax dollars were
redistributed by this central political apparatus.’**) Even if I did not receive a cash refund from the IRS, 1 still benefited from the
redistribution in the form of federal services and infrastructure.

Sometimes economic practices that appear to be merely reciprocal gift exchanges are revealed to be forms of redistribution after
closer inspection. The potlatch system of the Native American groups living in the United States and Canadian northwestern
coastal area was long understood as an example of functional gift giving. Traditionally, two groups of clans would perform highly
ritualized exchanges of food, blankets, and ritual objects. The system produced status and prestige among participants: by giving
away more goods than another person, a chief could build his reputation and gain new respect within the community. After contact
with settlers, the excessive gift giving during potlatches escalated to the point that early anthropologists described it as a “war of
property.”[33]

Later anthropological studies of the potlatch revealed that rather than wasting, burning, or giving away their property to display
their wealth, the groups were actually giving away goods that other groups could use and then waiting for a later potlatch when
they would receive things not available in their own region. This was important because the availability of food hunted, fished, and
foraged by native communities could be highly variable. The anthropologist Stuart Piddocke found that the potlatch primarily
served a livelihood function by ensuring the redistribution of goods between groups with surpluses and those with deficits.[34]

Markets

The third way that societies distribute goods and services is through market exchange. Markets are social institutions with prices or
exchange equivalencies. Markets do not necessarily have to be localized in a geographic place (e.g., a marketplace), but they
cannot exist without institutions to govern the exchanges. Market and reciprocal exchange appear to share similar features: one
person gives something and the other receives something. A key distinction between the two is that market exchanges are regulated
by supply and demand mechanisms. The forces of supply and demand can create risk for people living in societies that largely
distribute goods through market exchange. If we lose our jobs, we may not be able to buy food for our families. In contrast, if a
member of a Dobe Ju/’hoansi community is hurt and unable to gather foods today, she will continue to eat as a result of generalized
reciprocal exchanges.

Market exchanges are based on transactions, or changes in the status of a good or service between people, such as a sale. While
market exchange is generally less personal than reciprocal exchange, personalized transactions between people who have a
relationship that endures beyond a single exchange do exist. Atomized transactions are impersonal ones between people who have
no relationship with each other beyond the short term of the exchange. These are generally short-run, closed-ended transactions
with few implications for the future. In contrast, personalized transactions occur between people who have a relationship that
endures past the exchange and might include both social and economic elements. The transactors are embedded in networks of
social relations and might even have knowledge of the other’s personality, family, or personal circumstances that helps them trust
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that the exchange will be satisfactory. Economic exchanges within families, for example when a child begins to work for a family
business, are extreme examples of personalized market exchange.

To better understand the differences between transactions between relative strangers and those that are more personalized, consider
the different options one has for a haircut: a person can stop by a chain salon such as Great Clips and leave twenty minutes later
after spending $15 to have his hair trimmed by someone he has never met before, or he can develop an ongoing relationship with a
hair stylist or barber he regularly visits. These appointments may last an hour or even longer, and he and his stylist probably chat
about each other’s lives, the weather, or politics. At Christmas he may even bring a small gift or give an extra tip. He trusts his
stylist to cut his hair the way he likes it because of their long history of personalized transactions.

Maine Lobster Markets

To better understand the nature of market transactions, anthropologist James Acheson studied the economic lives of Maine
fishermen and lobster dealers.!*®! The lobster market is highly sensitive to supply and demand: catch volumes and prices change
radically over the course of the year. For example, during the winter months, lobster catches are typically low because the animals
are inactive and fishermen are reluctant to go out into the cold and stormy seas for small catches. Beginning in April, lobsters
become more active and, as the water warms, they migrate toward shore and catch volumes increase. In May prices fall
dramatically; supply is high but there are relatively few tourists and demand is low. In June and July catch volume decreases again
when lobsters molt and are difficult to catch, but demand increases due to the large influx of tourists, which, in turn, leads to higher
prices. In the fall, after the tourists have left, catch volume increases again as a new class of recently molted lobsters become
available to the fishermen. In other words, catch and price are inversely related: when the catch is lowest, the price is highest, and
when the catch is highest, the price is lowest.

The fishermen generally sell their lobsters to wholesalers and have very little idea where the lobsters go, how many hands they pass
through on their way to the consumer, how prices are set, or why they vary over the course of the year. In other words, from the
fisherman’s point of view the process is shrouded in fog, mystery, and rumor. Acheson found that in order to manage the inherent
risk posed by this variable market, fishermen form long-term, personalized economic relationships with particular dealers. The
dealers’ goal is to ensure a large, steady supply of lobsters for as low a price as possible. In order to do so, they make contracts with
fishermen to always buy all of the lobster they have to sell no matter how glutted the market might be. In exchange, the fishermen
agree to sell their catches for the going rate and forfeit the right to bargain over price. The dealers provide added incentives to the
fishermen: for example, they will allow fishermen to use their dock at no cost and supply them with gasoline, diesel fuel, paint,
buoys, and gloves at cost or with only a small markup. They also often provide interest-free loans to their fishermen for boats,
equipment, and traps. In sum, the Maine fishermen and the dealers have, over time, developed highly personalized exchange
relations in order to manage the risky lobster market. While these market exchanges last over many seasons and rely on a certain
degree of trust, neither the fishermen nor the dealers would characterize the relationship as reciprocal—they are buying and selling
lobster, not exchanging gifts.

Money

While general purpose money is not a prerequisite for market exchanges, most commercial transactions today do involve the
exchange of money. In our own society, and in most parts of the world, general purpose money can be exchanged for all manner of
goods and services. General purpose money serves as a medium of exchange, a tool for storing wealth, and as a way to assign
interchangeable values. It reflects our ideas about the generalized interchangeability of all things—it makes products and services
from all over the world commensurable in terms of a single metric. In so doing, it increases opportunities for unequal exchange.[36]
As we will see, different societies have attempted to challenge this notion of interchangeability and the inequalities it can foster in
different ways.

Tiv Spheres of Exchange

Prior to colonialism, the Tiv people in Nigeria had an economic system governed by a moral hierarchy of values that challenged the
idea that all objects can be made commensurable through general purpose money. The anthropologists Paul and Laura Bohannan
developed the theory of spheres of exchange after recognizing that the Tiv had three distinct economic arenas and that each arena
had its own form of money.!*”! The subsistence sphere included locally produced foods (yams, grains, and vegetables), chickens,
goats, and household utensils. The second sphere encompassed slaves, cattle, white cloth, and metal bars. Finally, the third, most
prestigious sphere was limited to marriageable females. Excluded completely from the Tiv spheres of exchange were labor
(because it was always reciprocally exchanged) and land (which was not owned per se, but rather communally held within
families).
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The Tiv were able to convert their wealth upwards through the spheres of exchange. For example, a Tiv man could trade a portion
of his yam harvest for slaves that, in turn, could be given as bridewealth for a marriageable female. However, it was considered
immoral to convert wealth downwards: no honorable man would exchange slaves or brass rods for food.”*® The Bohannans found
that this moral economy quickly collapsed when it was incorporated into the contemporary realm of general purpose money. When
items in any of the three spheres could be exchanged for general purpose money, the Tiv could no longer maintain separate
categories of exchangeable items. The Bohannans concluded that the moral meanings of money—in other words, how exchange is
culturally conceived—can have very significant material implications for people’s everyday lives.!*!

Local Currency Systems: Ithaca HOURS

While we may take our general purpose currency for granted, as the Tiv example demonstrates, money is profoundly symbolic and
political. Money is not only the measure of value but also the purpose of much of our activity, and money shapes economic
relations by creating inequalities and obliterating qualitative differences.!*’! In other words, I might pay a babysitter $50 to watch
my children for the evening, and I might spend $50 on a new sweater the next day. While these two expenses are commensurable
through general purpose money, qualitatively they are in fact radically different in terms of the sentiment I attach to each (and I
would not ever try to pay my babysitter in sweaters).

Some communities explicitly acknowledge the political and symbolic components of money and develop complementary currency
systems with the goal of maximizing transactions in a geographically bounded area, such as within a single city. The goal is to
encourage people to connect more directly with each other than they might do when shopping in corporate stores using general
purpose money.'*" For example, the city of Ithaca, New York, promotes its local economy and community self-reliance through the
use of Ithaca HOURS.**) More than 900 participants accept Ithaca HOURS for goods and services, and some local employers and
employees even pay or receive partial wages in the complementary currency. The currency has been in circulation since 1991, and
the system was incorporated as a nonprofit organization in 1998. Today it is administered by a board of elected volunteers. Ithaca
HOURS circulate in denominations of two, one, one-half, one-fourth, one-eighth, and one-tenth HOURS ($20, $10, $5, $2.50,
$1.25, and $1, respectively). The HOURS are put into circulation through “disbursements” given to registered organization
members, through small interest-free loans to local businesses, and through grants to community organizations. The name
“HOURS” evokes the principle of labor exchange and the idea that a unit of time is equal for everyone.!*!

IN ITHACA WE
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Figure 5: An Ithaca Hour Note

The anthropologist Faidra Papavasiliou studied the impact of the Ithaca HOURS currency system. She found that while the
complementary currency does not necessarily create full economic equality, it does create deeper connections among community
members and local businesses, helping to demystify and personalize exchange (much as we saw with the lobstermen and dealers).
(441 The Ithaca HOURS system also offers important networking opportunities for locally owned businesses and, because it
provides zero interest business loans, it serves as a form of security against economic crisis.[*”! Finally, the Ithaca HOURS
complementary currency system encourages community members to shop at locally owned businesses. As we will see in the next
section, where we choose to shop and what we choose to buy forms a large part of our lives and cultural identity. The HOURS
system demonstrates a relatively successful approach to challenging the inequalities fostered by general purpose money.

CONSUMPTION AND GLOBAL CAPITALISM

Consumption refers to the process of buying, eating, or using a resource, food, commodity, or service. Anthropologists understand
consumption more specifically as the forms of behavior that connect our economic activity with the cultural symbols that give our
lives meaning.[*8) People’s consumption patterns are a large part of their lives, and economic anthropologists explore why, how,
and when people consume what they do. The answers to these questions lie in people’s ideologies and identities as members of a

social group; each culture is different and each consumes in its own way. Consumption is always social even when it addresses
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physical needs. For example, all humans need to eat, but people around the world have radically different ideas of what foods and
flavors are most desirable and appropriate.

We use our material possessions to meet our needs (for example, we wear clothing to protect us from the environment), regulate
our social lives, and affirm the rightful order of things.[”] Anthropologists understand that the commodities we buy are not just
good for eating or shelter, they are good for thinking: in acquiring and possessing particular goods, people make visible and stable
the categories of culture.[8] For example, consumption helps us establish and defend differences among people and occasions: I
might wear a specific t-shirt and cap to a baseball game with friends in order to distinguish myself as a fan of a particular team. In
the process, I make myself easily identifiable within the larger fan community. However, I probably would not wear this same
outfit to a job interview because it would be inappropriate for the occasion.

Economic anthropologists are also interested in why objects become status symbols and how these come to be experienced as an
aspect of the self.1*! Objects have a “social life” during which they may pass through various statuses: a silver cake server begins
its life as a commodity for sale in a store. [°*] However, imagine that someone’s great-grandmother used that server to cut the cake
at her wedding, and it became a cherished family heirloom passed down from one generation to the next. Unfortunately, the server
ended up in the hands of a cousin who did not feel a sentimental attachment to this object. She sold it to a gold and silver broker for
currency and it was transformed into an anonymous commodity. That broker in turn sold it to a dealer who melted it down, turning
the once cherished cake server back into a raw material.

Transforming Barbie Dolls

We have already learned about the hard work that Americans devote to converting impersonal commodities into sentimental gifts at
Christmastime with the goal of nourishing their closest social bonds. Consumers in capitalist systems continuously attempt to
reshape the meaning of the commodities that businesses brand, package, and market to us.”®!! The anthropologist Elizabeth Chin
conducted ethnographic research among young African American children in a poor neighborhood of New Haven, Connecticut,
exploring the intersection of consumption, inequality, and cultural identity.

Chin specifically looked at “ethnically correct” Barbie dolls, arguing that while they may represent some progress in comparison to
the past when only white Barbies were sold, they also reinforce outdated understandings of biological race and ethnicity. Rather
than dismantling race and class boundaries, the “ethnic” dolls create segregated toy shelves that in fact mirror the segregation that
young black children experience in their schools and neighborhoods.

The young black girls that Chin researched were unable to afford these $20 brand-name dolls and typically played with less
expensive, generic Barbie dolls that were white.[52] The girls used their imaginations and worked to transform their dolls by giving
them hairstyles like their own, braiding and curling the dolls’ long straight hair in order to integrate the dolls into their own worlds.
[53] A quick perusal of the Internet reveals numerous tutorials and blogs devoted to black Barbie hairstyling, demonstrating that the

young New Haven girls are not the only ones working to transform these store-bought commodities in socially meaningful ways.
[54]

Consumption in the Developing World

Consumption provides us with a window into globalization, which we will learn more about in the Globalization chapter. Over the
past several decades, as global capitalism expanded its reach into developing countries around the world, many people fretted that
the growing influx of Western products would lead to cultural homogeneity and even cultural imperialism. Some argued that with
every McDonald’s constructed, the values and beliefs of the West were being imposed on non-Western societies. However,
anthropologists have systematically challenged this thesis by providing a more sophisticated understanding of local cultural
contexts. They demonstrate that people do not become Westernized simply by buying Western commodities, any more than I
become somehow more Japanese after eating at my favorite neighborhood hibachi restaurant. In fact, anthropological research
shows that Western commodities can sometimes lead to a resurgence of local identities and an affirmation of local processes over
global patterns.

The Children Cry for Bread

The anthropologist Mary Wesimantel researched how families adapt to changing economic circumstances, including the
introduction of Western products into their indigenous community of Zumbagua, Ecuador. Once subsistence barley farmers, men
from Zumbagua began to migrate to cities in search of work while the women stayed home to care for the children and continue to
farm barley for home consumption. The men periodically returned home, bringing cash earnings and urban luxuries such as bread.
The children associated this bread with modernity and city life, and they preferred to eat it rather than the traditional staple food of
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toasted ground barley, grown and cooked by their mothers. The children “cried” for the bread their fathers brought home. Yet, their
mothers resisted their pleas and continued to feed them grains from their own fields because barley consumption was considered a
core component of indigenous identity.!®®! This example illustrates the complex negotiations that emerge within families and
communities when they are increasingly integrated into a global economy and exposed to Western goods.

Consumption, Status, and Recognition among the Elite in China

In other parts of the world, the consumption of Western goods can be used to cement social and economic status within local
networks. John Osburg studied the “new elite” in China, the class of entrepreneurs who have successfully navigated the recent
transitions in the Chinese economy since the early 1990s when private businesses and foreign investment began to steadily expand
their reach in this communist country.’®®! Osburg found that the new elite do not constitute a coherent class defined by income level
or occupation. Instead, they occupy an unstable and contested category and consequently rely on the consumption of Western-style
goods and services in order to stabilize their identities.

Osburg argues that the whole point of elite consumption in Chengdu, China, is to make one’s economic, social, and cultural capital
as transparent and legible as possible to the widest audience in order to let everyone know one is wealthy and well connected.
Consequently, the Chengdu elite favor easily recognizable and pricey brand names. However, consumption is not simply an arena
of status display. Instead, Osburg shows how it is a form of social practice through which relationships with other elites are forged:
the shared consumption of conventional luxury objects like liquor and tobacco solidifies relationships among the privileged.>”!

Commodities and Global Capitalism

In his 1967 speech “A Christmas Sermon on Peace,” the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. reminded us that all life is interrelated:

We are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny. . . Did you ever stop to think that
you can’t leave for your job in the morning without being dependent on most of the world? You get up in the morning and reach
over for the sponge, and that’s handed to you by a Pacific Islander. You reach for a bar of soap, given to you at the hands of a
Frenchman. And then you go into the kitchen to drink your coffee for the morning, and that’s poured into your cup by a South
American. . . And before you finish eating breakfast in the morning, you’ve depended on more than half the world.[58!

King’s words are even truer today than they were in the late 1960s. Due to the intensification of global capitalism, the vast majority
of the commodities we buy and the food we consume come to us from distant places; while such global supply chains are not new,
they have become increasingly dense in an age of container shipping and overnight air deliveries.

Recall that a commodity is any good that is produced for sale or exchange for other goods. However, commodities are more than
just a means to acquire general purpose money. They also embody social relations of production, the identities of businesses, and
particular geographic locales. Many economic anthropologists today study global flows through the lens of a concrete substance
that makes a circuit through various locales, exploring the social lives of agrifood commodities such as mutton, coffee, sushi, and
sugar.®®! In following these commodities along their supply chains, anthropologists highlight not only relations of production but
also the power of ideas, images, and noneconomic actors. These studies of specific commodities are a powerful method to show
how capitalism has grown, spread, and penetrated agrarian societies around the world.6"’

Darjeeling Tea

The anthropologist Sarah Besky researched Darjeeling tea production in India to better understand how consumer desires are
mapped onto distant locations.'®™ In India, tea plantation owners are attempting to reinvent their product for 21st century markets
through the use of fair-trade certification (discussed earlier in this chapter) and Geographical Indication Status (GI). GI is an
international property-rights system, regulated by the World Trade Organization, that legally protects the rights of people in certain
places to produce certain commodities. For example, bourbon must come from Kentucky, Mezcal can only be produced in certain
parts of Mexico, and sparkling wine can only be called champagne if it originated in France. Similarly, in order to legally be sold as
“Darjeeling tea,” the tea leaves must come from the Darjeeling district of the Indian state of West Bengal.
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Figure 6: Tea Workers in Darjeeling, India

Besky explores how the meaning of Darjeeling tea is created through three interrelated processes: (1) extensive marketing
campaigns aimed at educating consumers about the unique Darjeeling taste, (2) the application of international law to define the
geographic borders within which Darjeeling tea can be produced, and (3) the introduction of tea plantation-based tourism. What the
Darjeeling label hides is the fact that tea plantations are highly unequal systems with economic relationships that date back to the
colonial era: workers depend upon plantation owners not just for money but also for food, medical care, schools, and housing. Even
when we pay more for Darjeeling tea, the premium price is not always returned to the workers in the form of higher wages. Besky’s
research shows how capitalism and market exchange shapes the daily lives of people around the world. The final section of this
chapter explores the ways in which economic anthropologists understand and question structural inequalities in the world today.

POLITICAL ECONOMY: UNDERSTANDING INEQUALITY

Humans are fundamentally social, and our culture is always shared and patterned: we live our lives in groups. However, not all
groups serve the needs of their members, and some people have more power than others, meaning they can make the weak consent
through threats and coercion. Within all societies there are classes of people defined by the kinds of property they own and/or the
kinds of work they engage in.[®”) Beginning in the 1960s, an increasing number of anthropologists began to study the world around
them through the lens of political economy. This approach recognizes that the economy is central to everyday life but
contextualizes economic relations within state structures, political processes, social structures, and cultural values.[%3] Some
political economic anthropologists focus on how societies and markets have historically evolved while others ask how individuals
deal with the forces that oppress them, focusing on historical legacies of social domination and marginalization. (64!

Karl Marx famously wrote, “Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-
selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.”l%! In other words, while
humans are inherently creative, our possibilities are limited by the structural realities of our everyday lives.

Consider a typical college student. Is this student happy with the courses her department or college is offering? Are there courses
that she needs to graduate that are not being offered yet? She is free to choose among the listed courses, but she cannot choose
which courses are available. This depends on factors beyond her control as a student: who is available to teach which topics or
what the administration has decided is important enough to offer. So, her agency and ability to choose is highly constrained by the
structures in place. In the same way, political economies constrain people’s choices and define the terms by which we must live.
Importantly, it is not simply structures that determine our choices and actions; these are also shaped by our community.

Just as our college student may come to think of the requirements she has to fulfill for her degree as just the way it is (even if she
does not want to take that theory course!), people come to think of their available choices in everyday life as simply the natural
order of things. However, the degree of agency one has depends on the amount of power one has and the degree to which one
understands the structural dimensions of one’s life. This focus on power and structural relations parallels an anthropological
understanding of culture as a holistic system: economic relations never exist by themselves, apart from social and political
institutions.

Structural Violence and the Politics of Aid in Haiti

Anthropologists interested in understanding economic inequalities often research forms of structural violence present in the
communities where they work.!®®!Structural violence is a form of violence in which a social structure or institution harms people
by preventing them from meeting their basic needs. In other words, how political and economic forces structure risk for various
forms of suffering within a population. Structural violence can include things like infectious disease, hunger, and violence (torture,
rape, crime, etc.).

In the United States we tend to focus on individuals and personal experiences. A popular narrative holds that if you work hard
enough you can “pull yourself up by your bootstraps™ in this country of immigrants and economic opportunity. The converse of this
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ideology is victim blaming: the logic is that if people are poor it is their own fault.'®”] However, studying structural violence helps
us understand that for some people there simply is no getting ahead and all one can hope for is survival.

The conditions of everyday life in Haiti, which only worsened after the 2010 earthquake, are a good example of how structural
violence limits individual opportunities. Haiti is the most unequal country in Latin America and the Caribbean: the richest 20
percent of its population holds more than 64 percent of its total wealth, while the poorest 20 percent hold barely one percent. The
starkest contrast is between the urban and rural areas: almost 70 percent of Haiti’s rural households are chronically poor (vs. 20
percent in cities), meaning they survive on less than $2 a day and lack access to basic goods and services.[8] Haiti suffers from
widespread unemployment and underemployment, and more than two-thirds of people in the labor force do not have formal jobs.
The population is not well educated, and more than 40 percent of the population over the age of 15 is illiterate.[891 According to the
World Food Programme, more than 100,000 Haitian children under the age of five suffer from acute malnutrition and one in three
children is stunted (or irreversibly short for their age). Only 50 percent of households have access to safe water, and only 25
percent have adequate sanitation.[”0]

On January 12, 2010, a devastating 7.0 magnitude earthquake struck this highly unequal and impoverished nation, killing more
than 160,000 people and displacing close to 1.5 million more. Because the earthquake’s epicenter was near the capital city, the
National Palace and the majority of Haiti’s governmental offices were almost completely destroyed. The government lost an
estimated 17 percent of its workforce. Other vital infrastructure, such as hospitals, communication systems, and roads, was also
damaged, making it harder to respond to immediate needs after the quake.”"!

The world responded with one of its most generous outpourings of aid in recent history. By March 1, 2010, half of all U.S. citizens
had donated a combined total of $1 billion for the relief effort (worldwide $2.2 billion was raised), and on March 31, 2010
international agencies pledged $5.3 billion over the next 18 months.[”?! The anthropologist Mark Schuller studied the aftermath of
the earthquake and the politics of humanitarianism in Haiti. He found that little of this aid ever reached Haiti’s most vulnerable
people, the 1.5 million people living in the IDP (internally displaced persons) camps. Less than one percent of the aid actually was
given to the Haitian government. The largest single recipient was the U.S. military (33 percent), and the majority of the aid was
dispersed to foreign-run non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working in Haiti.

Because so little of this aid reached the people on the ground who needed it most, seven months following the disaster 40 percent
of the IDP camps did not have access to water, and 30 percent did not have toilets of any kind. Only ten percent of families in the
camps had a tent and the rest slept under tarps or bedsheets. Only 20 percent of the camps had education, health care, or mental
health facilities on-site.””2! Schuller argues that this failure constitutes a violation of the Haitian IDP’s human rights, and it is linked
to a long history of exploitative relations between Haiti and the rest of the world.

Haiti is the second oldest republic in the Western Hemisphere (after the United States), having declared its independence from
France in 1804. Years later, in order to earn diplomatic recognition from the French government, Haiti agreed to pay financial
reparations to the powerful nation from 1825 to 1947. In order to do so, Haiti was forced to take out large loans from U.S. and
European banks at high interest rates. During the twentieth century, the country suffered at the hands of brutal dictatorships, and its
foreign debts continued to increase. Schuller argues that the world system continually applied pressure to Haiti, draining its
resources and forcing it into the debt bondage that kept it from developing. In the process, this system contributed to the very
surplus that allowed powerful Western nations to develop.””*!

When the earthquake struck, Haiti’s economy already revolved around international aid and foreign remittances sent by migrants
(which represented approximately 25 percent of the gross domestic product).l”>] Haiti had become a republic of NGOs that attract
the nation’s most educated, talented workers (because they can pay significantly higher wages than the national government, for
example). Schuller argues that the NGOs constitute a form of “trickle-down imperialism” as they reproduce the world system.[76]
The relief money funneled through these organizations ended up supporting a new elite class rather than the impoverished
multitudes that so desperately need the assistance.

CONCLUSION

Anthropologists have identified forms of structural inequality in countless places around the world. As we will learn in the Public
Anthropology chapter, anthropology can be a powerful tool for addressing the pressing social issues of our times. When
anthropological research is presented in an accessible and easily understood form, it can effectively encourage meaningful public
conversations about questions such as how to best disperse relief aid after natural disasters.

One of economic anthropology’s most important lessons is that multiple forms of economic production and exchange structure our
daily lives and social relationships. As we have seen throughout this chapter, people simultaneously participate in both market and

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263268


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263268?pdf

LibreTexts"

reciprocal exchanges on a regular basis. For example, I may buy lunch for a friend today with the idea that she will return the favor
next week when she cooks me supper. Building on this anthropological idea of economic diversity, some scholars argue that in
order to address the economic inequalities surrounding us we should collectively work to construct a community economy, or a
space for economic decision-making that recognizes and negotiates our interdependence with other humans, other species, and our
environment. J. K. Gibson-Graham, Jenny Cameron, and Stephen Healy argue that in the process of recognizing and negotiating
this interdependence, we become a community.[””}

At the heart of the community economies framework is an understanding of economic diversity that parallels anthropological
perspectives. The economic iceberg is a visual that nicely illustrates this diversity.”8] Above the waterline are economic activities
that are visible in mainstream economic accounts, things like formal wage labor and shopping for groceries in a supermarket.
Below the waterline we find the wide range of people, places, and activities that contribute to our well-being. This conceptual tool
helps us to explore interrelationships that cannot be captured through mechanical market feedback loops.[79]

The most prevalent form of labor around the world is the unpaid work that is conducted within the household, the family, and the
neighborhood or wider community. When we include these activities in our understanding of the diverse economy, we also
reposition many people who may see themselves (or are labeled by others) as unemployed or economically inactive subjects.!®"!
When we highlight these different kinds of labor and forms of compensation we expand the scope of economic identities that fall
outside the narrow range valued by market production and exchange (employer, employee, or entrepreneur).[!! Recognizing our
mutual connections and the surplus possibilities in our own community is an important first step toward building an alternative
economy, one that privileges community spheres rather than market spheres and supports equality over inequality. This also
resonates with one of economic anthropology’s central goals: searching for alternatives to the exploitative capitalist relations that

structure the daily lives of so many people around the world today. (8!

Discussion Questions

1. Why are the economic activities of people like the fair trade coffee farmers described in this chapter challenging to
characterize? What benefits do the coffee farmers hope to achieve by participating in a fair trade cooperative? Why would
participating in the global economy actually make these farming families more independent?

2. This chapter includes several examples of the ways in which economic production, consumption, and exchange link our lives to
those of people in other parts of the world. Thinking about your own daily economic activities, how is your lifestyle dependent
on people in other places? In what ways might your consumption choices be connected to global economic inequality?

3. General purpose money is used for most transactions in our society. How is the act of purchasing an object with money different
from trading or gift-giving in terms of the social and personal connections involved? Would an alternative like the Ithaca
HOURS system be beneficial to your community?

4. The Barbie doll is a product that represents rigid cultural ideas about race, but Elizabeth Chin discovered in her research that
girls who play with these dolls transform the dolls’ appearance and racial identity. What are some other examples of products
that people purchase and modify as a form of personal expression or social commentary?

GLOSSARY

Balanced reciprocity: the exchange of something with the expectation that something of equal value will be returned within a
specific time period.

Consumption: the process of buying, eating, or using a resource, food, commodity, or service.

Generalized reciprocity: giving without expecting a specific thing in return.

General purpose money: a medium of exchange that can be used in all economic transactions.

Homo economicus: a term used to describe a person who would make rational decisions in ways predicted by economic theories.
Means of production: the resources used to produce goods in a society such as land for farming or factories.

Mode of production: the social relations through which human labor is used to transform energy from nature using tools, skills,
organization, and knowledge.

Negative reciprocity: an attempt to get something for nothing; exchange in which both parties try to take advantage of the other.
Political economy: an approach in anthropology that investigates the historical evolution of economic relationships as well as the
contemporary political processes and social structures that contribute to differences in income and wealth.

Redistribution: the accumulation of goods or labor by a particular person or institution for the purpose of dispersal at a later date.
Structural violence: a form of violence in which a social structure or institution harms people by preventing them from meeting
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their basic needs.
Subsistence farmers: people who raise plants and animals for their own consumption, but not for sale to others.
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9: Culture and Sustainability- Environmental Anthropology in the Anthropocene

4) Learning Objectives

o Identify the methods and theories anthropologists use to examine human interactions with the environment.

o Define political ecology and explain its relationship to anthropology.

e Describe the Anthropocene and discuss how anthropology contributes to understanding the human role in environmental
destruction.

o Explain how anthropology contributes to public discussions and the creation of public policy with lawmakers, activists,
corporations, and others regarding major environmental challenges.

LIVING IN THE ANTHROPOCENE

We live on a planet where the climate—winds, precipitation, weather, temperatures—is being modified by the collective impact of
the human species. I arrived at anthropology through an interest in understanding human impacts on the environment. I began by
studying ethnobotany as an undergraduate and received a master’s degree in environmental science. As I researched human-
environmental dynamics, I realized that scientists had largely identified what needed to be done to address many of the world’s
pressing environmental problems, but few of the recommended changes had been adopted, thwarted by political, cultural, and
economic forces. Anthropologists’ approach is holistic; they seek to simultaneously understand all of the interactions of political,
cultural, and economic factors to fully explore the complexity of human-environmental interactions. Thus, I felt that anthropology
provided a good place to start to understand and begin to address some of the most important questions facing our species. For
example, how can we provide for basic human needs while not sacrificing the welfare of other species? Why do many people say
that they care about protecting the environment but then do nothing about it? What political, economic, and cultural factors are
prohibiting world leaders from agreeing on solutions to global environmental challenges? To answer such questions, we must
understand how humans think and act as groups, our socially and culturally mediated ways of interacting with each other, other
species, and the world around us.

Arriving at Environmental Anthropology

In many ways, anthropology as a discipline is only now starting to address these questions. In December 2014, Bruno Latour, a
French anthropologist, spoke to a standing-room-only audience at the American Anthropological Association annual meeting in
Washington, D.C., to discuss the relationship between the Anthropocene and anthropology.'!! Anthropocene is a term used to
describe the period (or epoch) in geological time in which the effects of human activities have altered the fundamental geochemical
cycles of the earth as a result of converting forests into fields and pastures and burning oil, gas, and coal on a large scale. Because
human activities have changed the earth’s atmosphere, anthropologists can make important contributions to studies of geology,
chemistry, and meteorology by considering the effects of humans and their cultural systems. As Latour noted, the discipline of
anthropology is uniquely qualified to provide insight into key components of current environmental crises by determining the
reasons behind choices various groups of humans make, bridging the social and natural sciences, and studying contradictions
between cultural universals (traits all humans have in common) and particularities (interesting cultural differences).

This chapter summarizes how anthropologists have contributed to analysis and resolution of environmental concerns. I begin with a
brief overview of anthropological analysis of human interactions with the environment and then explore how anthropological
perspectives toward human-environmental interactions have changed over time. I end the chapter with a call to action—an
invitation for students to use lessons they have learned from anthropology to challenge the kinds of thinking that have produced
current environmental crises and see where those anthropological approaches take them. Environmental anthropology is an exciting
subfield that will grow in importance as questions of environmental sustainability become increasingly central to scientific and
popular conversations about the future of our species and the planet.

Humans and the Environment

If we think about anthropology from the classic four-field approach, which includes both physical anthropology and archaeology,
many of the questions with which those disciplines have historically wrestled were related to our species’ long-term relationship
with the environment. Around two million years ago, climate changes decreased the amount of forest and expanded grasslands in
Africa, which led to the early Hominin radiation (the geographic expansion of multiple Hominin species). It also led hominin
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species to walk upright, which freed their hands to make and use tools. Subsequent climate changes, particularly expansions and
contractions of glaciers associated with ice ages, also contributed to Homo sapiens expanding to new parts of the globe.

Fast-forwarding to the beginning of human agriculture roughly 10,000 years ago, we can see how the global expansion of Homo
sapiens and their first permanent settlements and urban centers led to the development of agriculture, a profound new way of
interacting with the environment. The ability of early humans to shape the landscape, first by simply encouraging wild plants to
grow and later by planting and irrigating crops and domesticating plants and animals, set humans on the path toward our current
problematic relationship with the planet. Archaeologists’ questions about human diets, tools, and architecture inevitably explore
how ancient civilizations interacted with their environments. For example, archaeologists examine the relative frequency of
different kinds of pollen and tree rings over thousands of years to understand how landscapes changed over time through both
human and natural processes.

Many archaeologists credit increased productivity that came with agriculture as the foundation of civilization, allowing humans to
live in larger settlements, specialize in craft production, and develop social hierarchies and eventually math, writing, and science.
From this perspective, the seeds of social complexity were contained within the first grains domesticated in the hills surrounding
the Fertile Crescent. Others have questioned the idea that the effects of agriculture were purely beneficial. For example, Marshall
Sahlins called foraging (hunter-gatherer) societies “the original affluent societies” and noted that hunter-gatherers had more leisure
time, healthier diets, more time to socialize, and greater social equality than agricultural or even industrial societies.!”) He also
noted that they were affluent not because they had everything, but because they could easily meet their basic needs of food, shelter,
and sociality. Others have looked at the advances in science, medicine, and communication technology and disagreed with Sahlins,
arguing that we are better off with the developments brought by agriculture. Sahlins’ critique of agriculture (and subsequently of
civilization) should not be seen as a suggestion to deindustrialize; rather, it is a challenge to assumptions that Western civilization
and its technological developments necessarily represent improvements for human societies. Perhaps the strongest argument
against capitalism and industrialization is the real possibility of environmental collapse that those systems have brought.

Sahlins’ analysis calls into question the idea that humans as a species are necessarily progressing through history and encourages us
to think about how “necessities” are culturally constructed. Do we really need cars or cell phones to be happy? How about books
and vaccines? Because many of our innovations in technology, agriculture, and transportation have come at the expense of the
natural systems that support us, we need to think about human “progress” in relationship to its impact on the environment. The
impacts of climate change from our dependence on fossil fuel, toxic byproducts from expanding chemical industries, and pollution
of land, soil, and water from industrialized agriculture are a significant challenge to a vision of human history in which we expect
things to get better and better.

Archaeological evidence of collapses of earlier societies—Harappan cities in the Indus River Valley, the Mayans in Central
America, and the Rapa Nui of Easter Island, for example—provides a sobering warning as many pre-historic cultures’ practices
were, at some level, environmentally unsustainable, leading to deforestation, soil salinization, or erosion.

Figure 1: The ball courts at Copan show the complexity and development of early Mayan society. Research suggests that

deforestation was one of the causes of the collapse of the city-state.
For example, archaeologists have explored the collapse of a number of Mayan cities from an environmental perspective.[®) After
examining samples of pollen from nearby lakebeds, they determined the relative abundance of various ecosystems, such as
cornfields and pine forests, over time. They found that deforestation in the uplands associated with an expanding population around
the Mayan city of Copan was one of the factors that led to the city’s decline. Land was cleared to increase agricultural production
and to harvest wood for the construction of houses, fueling cooking fires, and producing lime, which was used to make plaster for
large-scale construction projects. The study suggests that prehistoric groups’ lack of adequate environmental management systems
could have affected their ability to maintain their complex urban societies—a warning for society today.
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Another fascinating story of the complex relationships between culture, plants, and the economy relates to development of sugar
cane plantations in the Caribbean. Anthropologist Sidney Mintz documented how our sweet tooth led to development of the slave
trade, industrialization, capitalism, and colonization in the Americas./*! He examined how sugar went from being a luxury good
associated with the upper class as a spice and medicine to a regular staple for factory workers. The increased consumption of sugar
associated with industrialization provided financial incentives for continuing slavery and colonization projects in the Americas.
Mintz’s work is not usually described as environmental anthropology, but his careful documentation of the relationship between
people and sugar cane clearly demonstrates the importance of certain species of plants in shaping human history.

The question of how humans interact with their environment through hunting and gathering, agriculture, and deforestation is
central to understanding how human groups meet their basic needs and continue to survive and develop. By examining these past
and present cultural configurations critically and carefully, anthropology provides a valuable perspective from which to understand
such environmental questions.

Sustainability and Public Anthropology

Environmental anthropology provides an opportunity for anthropologists to engage in larger public debates. The American
Anthropological Association, for example, recently issued a Statement on Humanity and Climate Change meant to “to recognize
anthropological contributions to global climate change-related issues, articulate new research directions, and provide the American
Anthropological Association with actions and recommendations to support and promote anthropological investigation of these
issues including the development of course curricula and application of anthropological theory and methods to the issues.”® Such
statements emphasize the importance of anthropological contributions to current scientific and political debates.

Anthropologists have become involved in environmental causes around the world. In Brazil, for example, they have worked with
indigenous groups to maintain land claims, prevent deforestation, and organize against construction of large hydropower projects
that threaten the river ecosystems.!®! Others have challenged development of parks throughout the world as a major conservation
strategy for biodiversity and explored the impacts of those parks on local communities.””! Studies of these diverse topics benefit
from incorporation of an ethnographic perspective that emphasizes the importance of identity politics, connection to place, and
cultural beliefs for understanding how groups of people interact with their environment. This work also reminds us that
environmentalism and conservation are grounded in sets of beliefs, assumptions, and world views developed in Western Europe
and North America and must be translated as environmentalists work in other cultures.

Environmental anthropology naturally lends itself to use of anthropological perspectives to inform and engage in public policy
decisions, land-use management, and advocacy for indigenous communities, urban minorities, and other groups that are often
under-represented in places of power and in traditional environmental movements. In that sense, environmental anthropology is a
way to inform and connect with a variety of other disciplines that address similar questions of sustainability. Regardless of whether
you decide to study anthropology, understanding the value of anthropological insights for environmental questions will allow you
to better appreciate and understand the complexity of environmental questions in modern society and potential solutions. The next
section examines the diverse ways that anthropologists have historically looked at the human-environmental dynamic, highlighting
some of the key theories, methods, and approaches and how they have developed over time.

CULTURAL ECOLOGY

Early Cultural Ecologists

One of the earliest anthropologists to think systematically about the environment was Leslie White. His work built on earlier
anthropological concepts of cultural evolution—the idea that cultures, like organisms, evolve over time and progress from simple
to more complex. White described how cultures evolved through their ability to use energy as they domesticated plants and
animals, captured the energy stored in fossil fuels, and developed nuclear power.®! From this perspective, “human cultural
evolution was best understood as a process of increasing control over the natural environment” through technological progress.[®!
White’s conclusions are at odds with Franz Boas’ historical particularism, which rejected theories based on evolution that labeled
cultures as more advanced or less advanced than others and instead looked at each society as a unique entity that had developed
based on its particular history. Like earlier anthropologists, White viewed anthropology as a natural science in which one could
generate scientific laws to understand cultural differences. His model is useful, however, when exploring the nature of change as
our society increasingly harnessed new sources of energy to meet our wants and needs. He was writing at a time when the U.S.
economy was booming and our technological future seemed promising, before the environmental movement raised awareness
about harm caused by those technologies.
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X How the Future Looked 50 Years Ago

This National Public Radio Planet Money episode captures the enthusiasm for technological progress at the 1964 World’s Fair,
when little was known about the environmental damage such technologies would cause. How did people see the future in
1964? How is their idea of the future different ours today?

Anthropologist Julian Steward first used the term cultural ecology to describe how cultures use and understand their environments.
His fieldwork among the Shoshone emphasized the complex ways they had adapted to the dry terrain of the Great Basin between
the Sierra Nevada and Rocky Mountain ranges. He described how a hunting and gathering subsistence economy that relied on pine
nuts, grass seeds, berries, deer, elk, sheep, antelope, and rabbits shaped Shoshone culture. Their detailed knowledge of various
microclimates and seasonal variations in resource availability structured their migration patterns, social interactions, and cultural
belief systems.['%! Rather than looking for single evolutionary trajectories for cultures as White had done, Steward looked for
multiple evolutionary pathways that led to different outcomes and stressed the variety of ways in which cultures could adapt to
ecological conditions.

Both White and Steward were influenced by materialism, a Marxist concept that emphasized the ways in which human social and
cultural practices were influenced by basic subsistence (economic) needs. Both were trained as scientists, which shaped how they
looked at cultural variation. Steward was also influenced by processual archaeology, a scientific approach developed in the 1960s
that focused primarily on relationships between past societies and the ecological systems they inhabited. The shift in anthropology
represented by White and Steward’s work led to increased use of scientific methods when analyzing and interpreting data. In
subsequent decades, movements in both anthropology and archaeology criticized those scientific perspectives, challenging their
objectivity, a process I examine in greater detail later in this chapter.

Pigs and Protein

Subsequent anthropologists built on the work of White and Steward, looking for ecological explanations for cultural beliefs and
practices. They also drew on newly developed computer science to think about dynamic feedback systems in which cultural and
ecological systems self-regulate to promote social stability—homeostasis. Some fascinating examples of this work include Roy
Rappaport’s work in Papua New Guinea and Marvin Harris’ work in India.

Figure 2: Honoring the cow, is a part of Hindu religious tradition.

Marvin Harris examined Hindu religious beliefs about sacred cattle from functional and materialist perspectives. Among Hindus in
India, eating beef is forbidden and cows are seen as sacred animals associated with certain deities. From the perspective of a
Western beef-loving country, such beliefs may seem irrational. Why would anyone not want to eat a juicy steak or hamburger?
Rejecting earlier academics who regarded the Hindu practice as illogical, Harris argued that the practice makes perfect sense within
the Hindu ecological and economic system. He argued that cows were sacred not because of cultural beliefs; instead, the cultural
beliefs existed because of the economic and ecological importance of cows in India. Thus, Hindu restrictions regarding cows were
an “adaptive” response to the local ecological system rather than the result of Hindu theology.['}] Harris explored the importance of
cattle for milk production, dung for fuel and fertilizer, labor for plowing, and provision of meat and hides to the lowest caste,
untouchables, who were able to slaughter and eat cows and tan their hides because they were already seen as ritually impure.

Roy Rappaport examined subsistence practices of the Tsembaga in Highland New Guinea, a group that planted taro, yams, sweet
potatoes, and sugar cane and raised pigs. Rappaport used scientific terms and concepts such as caloric intake, carrying capacity, and
mutualism to explain methods used by the Tsembaga to manage their resources. A population of pigs below a certain threshold
provided a number of benefits, such as keeping villages clean by eating refuse and eating weeds in established gardens that had
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relatively large fruit trees that would not be damaged by the pigs. Once the population reached the threshold, the pigs ate more than
weeds and garbage and began to create problems in gardens. In response, the people used periodic ritual feasts to trim the
population back, returning the ecological system to equilibrium. Rappaport, like Harris, used ecological concepts to understand the
Tsembaga subsistence practices, thus downplaying the role of cultural beliefs and emphasizing ecological constraints.

These early cultural ecologists viewed cultures as trying to reach and maintain social and ecological equilibrium. This idea aligned
with ecological thinking at the time that emphasized the balance of nature and the importance of the various components of an
ecosystem in maintaining that balance. However, environments and cultures were rapidly changing as colonization, globalization,
and industrialization spread throughout the world. In many of those early cases, anthropologists had ignored the larger processes.

As ecologists began to develop more-complex models of how ecosystems change through long-term dynamic processes of
succession and disturbances (such as storms, droughts, and El Nino events), anthropological approaches to the environment also
changed. The next sections examine those shifts in anthropology as environmental movements developed in response to increasing
degradation of natural environments.

Early anthropologists were notable for their attempts to understand how different groups of people interacted with their
environments over time. Their work paved the way for future environmental anthropologists even though they generally were not
directly concerned with environmental problems associated with modernity, such as pollution, tropical deforestation, species
extinctions, erosion, and global warming. As people around the world became more familiar with such issues, environmental
anthropologists took note and began to analyze those problems and accompanying conservation movements, especially in the
developing world, which was still the primary focus of most anthropological research.

ETHNOECOLOGY

Slash-and-Burn versus Swidden Cultivation

Traditionally, anthropologists studied small communities in remote locations rather than urban societies. While much of that work
examined rituals, political organizations, and kinship structures, some anthropologists focused on ethnoecology: use and
knowledge of plants, animals, and ecosystems by traditional societies. Because those societies depended heavily on the natural
world for food, medicine, and building materials, such knowledge was often essential to their survival.

As anthropologists, Harris and Rappaport worked to make the strange familiar by taking seemingly bizarre practices such as ritual
slaughtering of pigs and sacredness of cows in India and explaining the practices within the context of the people’s culture and
environment. This work explains not only how and why people do what they do, but also the advantages of their systems in the
environments in which they live. An indigenous practice long demonized by the media, environmental activists, and scientists is
slash-and-burn agriculture in which small-scale farmers, mostly in tropical developing countries, cut down a forest, let the wood
dry for a few weeks, and then burn it, clearing the land for cultivation. Initially, the farmers plant mostly perennial crops such as
rice, beans, corn, taro, and manioc. Later, they gradually introduce tree crops, and the plot is left to regrow trees while they open
new fields for crops. Every year, as the soil’s fertility declines and insects become a problem in the original plot, new land is
cleared to replace it. Environmentalists and developers have decried slash-and-burn cultivation as a major cause of deforestation,
and governments in many tropical countries have prohibited farmers from cutting and burning forests.

L & AR o A
Figure 3: Beans and bananas planted in a swidden field in Acre, Brazil. Note the fallen and burnt logs and the proximity of the
forest. Photo by Christian Palmer.

Anthropologists have challenged these depictions and have documented that slash-and-burn cultivators possess detailed knowledge
of their environment; their agricultural processes are sustainable indefinitely under the right conditions.'>) When there is a low
population density and an adequate supply of land, slash-and-burn cultivation is a highly sustainable type of elongated crop rotation
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in which annuals are planted for a few years, followed first by tree crops and then by forest, rebuilding soil nutrients and mimicking
natural processes of forest disturbance in which tree falls and storms periodically open up small patches of the forest. They used the
term swidden cultivation instead of slash and burn to challenge the idea of the practice as inherently destructive. The surrounding
forest allows the fields to quickly revert to forest thanks to seeds planted in the cleared area as birds roost in the trees and defecate
into the clearing and as small rodents carry and bury the seeds. Furthermore, by mimicking natural processes, the small patches can
enhance biodiversity by creating a greater variety of microclimates in a given area of forest.

The system breaks down when cleared forests are not allowed to regrow and instead are replaced with industrial agriculture, cattle
raising, or logging operations that transform the open fields into pasture or permanent agricultural plots.[!3] The system can also
break down when small-holders are forced to become more sedentary because the amount of land they control is reduced by arrival
of new migrants or government land seizures. In that case, local farmers must replant areas more frequently and soil fertility
declines. A desire to plant cash crops for external markets can also exacerbate these changes because food is no longer grown
solely for local consumption and more land is put into agriculture. Anthropologists’ studies uncovered the sustainability of these
traditional practices, which were destructive only when outside forces pressured local farmers to modify their traditional farming
systems.

Plants, People, and Culture

One branch of ethnoecology is ethnobotany, which studies traditional uses of plants for food, construction, dyes, crafts, and
medicine. Scientists have estimated that 60 percent of all of the current medicinal drugs in use worldwide were originally derived
from plant materials (many are now chemically manufactured). For example, aspirin came from the bark of willow trees and an
important muscle relaxant used in open-heart surgery was developed from curare, the poison used on arrows and darts by
indigenous groups throughout Central and South America. In light of such discoveries, ethnobotanists traveled to remote corners of
the world to document the knowledge of shamans, healers, and traditional medical experts. They have also looked at psychoactive
plants and their uses across cultures.

X What The People of the Amazon Know That You Don'’t

This TED talk by ethnobotanist Mark Plotkin describes some important cases of knowledge of medicinal plants learned from
indigenous people in the Amazon.

Watch on

Ethnobotanical work is interdisciplinary, and while some ethnobotanists are anthropologists, many are botanists or come from other
disciplines. Anthropologists who study ethnobotany must have a working knowledge of scientific methods for collecting plant
specimens and of botanical classification systems and basic ecology. Similarly, archaeologists and paleobotanists study prehistoric
people’s relationships and use of plants, especially in terms of domestication of plants and animals.

The Kayap6 project is a famous ethnobotanical study organized by Darrell Posey and a group of twenty natural and social scientists
who examined how the Kayapé people of Brazil understood, managed, and interacted with the various ecosystems they
encountered as the region was transformed from a dry savanna-like Cerrado to Amazonian rainforest.'¥] By documenting Kayap6
names for different ecosystems and methods they used to drop seeds and care for certain plants to expand islands of forest in the
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savanna, the project illustrated the complex ways in which indigenous groups shape the environments in which they live by
documenting how the Kayap6 cared for, managed, and enhanced forests to make them more productive.

Posey was also an activist who contributed to drafting of the Declaration of Belem, which called for governments and corporations
to respect and justly compensate the intellectual property rights of indigenous groups, especially regarding medicinal plants. He
accompanied Kayap6 leaders to Washington, D.C., to protest construction of a large dam using funds from the World Bank.
Pressure from numerous international groups led to a halt in the dam’s construction (plans for the dam have recently been
resurrected). Posey’s identification of the Kayapé as guardians of the rainforest provided a powerful symbol that resonated with
Western ideas of indigeneity and the moral high ground of environmental conservation.

In recent years, some anthropologists have questioned whether the idea of indigenous people having an innate positive connection
to the environment—what some call the myth of the ecologically noble savage—is accurate.

The Myth of the Ecologically Noble Savage

The image of the noble savage developed many centuries ago in Western culture. From the beginning of European exploration and
colonialism, Europeans described the “natives” they encountered primarily in negative terms, associating them with sexual
promiscuity, indolence, cannibalism, and violence. The depictions changed as Romantic artists and writers rejected modernity and
industrialization and called for people to return to an idealized, simpler past. That reactionary movement also celebrated indigenous
societies as simple people living in an Eden-like state of innocence. French painter Paul Gauguin’s works depicting scenes from his
travels to the South Pacific are typical of this approach in their celebration of the colorful, easygoing, and natural existence of the
natives. The continuing influence of these stories is evident in Disney’s portrayal of Pocahontas and James Cameron’s 2009 film
Avatar in which the primitive Na'vi are closely connected to and defenders of an exotic and vibrant natural world. Cameron’s
depiction, which includes a sympathetic anthropologist, criticizes Western capitalism as willing to destroy nature for profit.

X Disney’s Pocahontas: Colors of the Wind Song

Disney’s Pocahontas presents many of the stereotypes of the ecologically noble savage. What are these stereotypes? Where
else do we see these kinds of depictions?

Despite its positive portrayals of indigenous groups, the idea of the ecologically noble savage tends to treat indigenous peoples as
an imagined “other” constructed as the opposite of Western culture rather than endeavoring to understand the world views and
complexities of indigenous cultures. Similarly, a naive interpretation of indigenous environmentalism may merely project an
imaginary Western ideal onto another culture rather than make a legitimate observation about that culture on its own terms.

The Kayap6 in the Amazon and another group known as the Penan, who live in the Indonesian rainforest, were both confronted in
the past by plans to open logging roads in their traditional territories and build dams that would flood vast amounts of their land.
These indigenous communities organized, sometimes with the aid of anthropologists who had connections to media and
environmental organizations, to protest the forest. The combination of two causes—rainforest conservation and indigenous rights—
was powerful, successfully grabbing media attention and raising money for conservation. Their success led to later instances of
indigenous groups joining efforts to halt large-scale development projects. These movements were especially powerful
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symbolically because they articulated the longstanding Western idea of the environmentally noble savage as well as growing
environmental concerns in Europe and North America.l'”!

Some anthropologists have noted that these alliances were often fragile and rested on an imagined ideal of indigenous groups that
was not always accurate. The Western media, they argue, imagined indigenous groups as ecologically noble savages, and the
danger in that perspective is that the indigenous communities would be particularly vulnerable if they lost that symbolic purity and
the power that came with it. The image of ecologically noble savages could break down if they were seen as promoting any kind of
non-environmental practices or became too involved in messy national politics. Furthermore, indigenous groups’ alliances with
international activists tended to cast doubt on their patriotism and weaken their position in their own countries. Though these
indigenous groups achieved visibility and some important victories, they remained vulnerable to negative press and needed to
carefully manage their images.

It is important to note that depictions such as the ecologically noble savage rely on an overly simplistic portrayal of the indigenous
“other.” For example, some indigenous groups have been portrayed as inherently environmentalist even when they hunt animals
that Western environmentalists want to preserve. Often, the more important questions for indigenous groups revolve around land
rights and political sovereignty. Environmental concerns are associated with those issues rather than existing separately. The
ramifications of these differences are explained in the next section, which discusses the people-versus-parks debate.

Land Claims and Mapping

One way that anthropologists have successfully used traditional ecological knowledge to advance indigenous rights is through
advocacy on behalf of indigenous groups seeking to establish legal ownership or control over their traditional lands. This was first
done in Alaska and Canada in the 1960s and 1970s. Indigenous groups wanted to map their seasonal movements for hunting,
gathering, and other subsistence practices. The maps would demonstrate that they used the land in question and that it was
important for their continued physical and cultural survival.

Since then, communities throughout the developing world have adopted similar strategies with the help of geographers and
anthropologists to demarcate their lands. Often, lands used by indigenous groups are seen as empty because their population
densities are quite low, and developers imagine the land as unused and open for taking. The production of maps by indigenous
communities challenges those notions by inscribing the landscape with their names, relationships, and the human histories that
mark their claim to the land. The maps become important symbols and tools for organizing local resistance against large
development projects.

The non-governmental organization (NGO) Native Lands, for example, assisted in mapping the Mosquitia region of Honduras.
Although the area, which consisted of 20,000 square kilometers, included 170 communities, most government maps showed it as
practically empty. Earlier, in a backroom deal, the entire area had been granted as a logging concession to Stone Container
Corporation, a Chicago-based company that made cardboard boxes and paper bags.['®] When Native Lands became involved in the
early 1990s, mapping was used to bring the diverse communities in the region together to communicate their presence and advocate
for an end to the logging concession. The power of maps to communicate the presence of indigenous people on the land is critical,
especially when the indigenous groups lack legal ownership.

POLITICAL ECOLOGY

Questioning Science

In the 1960s, theoretical movements in the social sciences and humanities began to challenge the presumed benefits of modernity
and science. These movements were led in part by feminist and post-colonial theorists who saw science as part of a patriarchal
system that was complicit in the subjugation of women and colonized people throughout the world. In environmental sciences, this
move to question the objectivity of science can be seen in political ecology, a diverse field that includes many anthropologists
along with geographers, political scientists, sociologists, and other social scientists. Political ecology’s primary message is the
importance of examining environmental questions that seem, at first glance, to be strictly scientific (i.e., apolitical). Questions of
cause and effect, for instance, are comprised of political and economic agendas that can be masked by a seemingly neutral language
of scientific objectivity. By focusing our attention on the power dynamic in political dimensions of conservation, principally in the
developing world, political ecologists illustrate why conservation efforts so often fail to achieve the desired goals.

In an early an influential study of political ecology, Piers Blaikie and others argued that soil erosion was not caused by many of the
factors blamed by state governments, including overpopulation, bad farming practices, and environmental stresses. Instead, they
found that state policies such as taxes forced farmers into capitalist economic systems that encouraged unsustainable farming
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practices.['”] From this perspective, soil erosion, which seemed to be primarily a local problem, was actually connected to national
politics and needed to be addressed in that larger context. Once attention had been drawn to the relationship between state policies
and soil erosion, the solution to the problem could no longer come from simply teaching small-scale farmers better soil
conservation techniques. It required eliminating government practices and economic conditions that provided an incentive to use
unsustainable farming practices.

Political ecology often focuses on the impacts of governments and corporations in establishing political and economic systems that
constrain local behavior and challenges standard narratives regarding environmental destruction and conservation. Learning about
political ecology can be difficult for environmentally minded people because it requires them to rethink many of their own
positions and the science that supports them.

Revisionist Environmental History

Some of my favorite work in political ecology challenges the causes and effects of tropical deforestation. James Fairhead and
Melissa Leach, for example, looked at tropical deforestation in the West African country of Guinea. ['8] The state’s forestry
department and later conservation organizations described the savanna as containing only small fragments of a once extensive
tropical forest. Administrators, foresters, and botanists had created forest policies based on the idea that this degradation was
caused by local villagers as they cleared and burned forests to create fields for agriculture. Through careful study of historical
archives, oral histories, and historical aerial photographs, Fairhead and Leach challenged these narratives. Instead, they argued that
the remaining fragments of forest had been planted by local villagers who had gradually planted useful species around their
villages, improving the soil for planting and generating other positive ecological changes. Rather than being the cause of the
deforestation in areas that was previously forest, the villagers were creating the forest in an area that had previously been savanna
through generations of hard work, turning the colonial narrative on its head.

Another fascinating tale comes from William Balee’s work in the Amazon. Balee was a friend of Darrell Posey, and their work
together got Balee thinking about the extent to which the Amazon rainforest is a product of human productive activities and not
entirely natural processes. Balee disagreed with earlier anthropologists who had described how primitive groups were forced to
adapt to the constraints imposed by fragile tropical ecosystems, such as declining soil fertility, a lack of plants and animals that
provided protein, and other limiting factors that constrained their behavior. Balee examined a wide variety of ecosystems in the
Amazon that seemed to have been created or significantly modified by human activity, including the forest islands of the Kayapd
discussed by Posey, babassu palm forests, bamboo forests, Brazil nut forests near Maraba, and liana forests. His conservative
estimated was that at least 12 percent of the Amazon, the largest rainforest on the planet, was a product of indigenous intervention.
This conclusion challenged two major assumptions made about the rainforest and the people who lived there. First is the notion that
indigenous groups were forced to adapt to the harsh environment of the rainforest. Instead, Balee found that they were resource
managers who had developed ecosystems to better provide for their needs. Second is the notion that the Amazon was primeval,
untouched, and pristine.['! If we extend this analysis to other regions and ecosystems, it challenges the entire notion of “untouched
nature.” If the wildest, least populated, and largest rainforest in the world is already highly anthropogenic, or shaped by humans,
what can we say about supposed ideas of wilderness in other places?

Environmental historian William Cronon tackled this question directly in his essay, “The Trouble with Wilderness, or Getting Back
to the Wrong Nature.”'??! Cronon argued that, by celebrating a nature supposedly untouched by human hands, we tend to forget
about preserving the nature with which we come in contact every day. If we focus exclusively on a concept of wilderness, which
excludes humans and human activities by definition, we may ignore ways to help humans better interact with nature, leading to
conservation policies that try to create parks without anyone inside of them and do not fully consider agricultural and urban areas.
It means that one must leave civilization behind to be in contact with nature. Cronon ended his essay with a plea:

If wildness can stop being (just) out there and start being (also) in here, if it can start being as humane as it is natural, then perhaps
we can get on with the unending task of struggling to live rightly in the world, not just in the garden, not just in the wilderness, but
in the home that encompasses them both.[21]

Cronon’s call to action is for humans to consider themselves fully part of nature and to look for ways to behave responsibly in that
relationship. In a way, his message is similar to Bruno Latour’s about the Anthropocene. By recognizing that nature does not exist
outside of human activities, we must come to terms with the impacts of our lifestyles on the environment. Some may believe that
this cheapens nature, making it less sacred and significant, but understanding the diverse ways in which humans have affected the
environment should make us better able to appreciate and evaluate our interactions with it. Instead of seeing nature as outside of
human activities, we need to consider how our food production, transportation, and habitation systems affect the environment.
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People Versus Parks

Generally, when we think of nature, we tend to think of national parks and other kinds of protected areas set aside for
conservation under various categories. In the United States, these include national and state parks, forests, wilderness areas,
recreation areas, and wildlife conservation areas. In most cases, people are allowed to visit these areas for recreational or scientific
purposes but cannot live directly in them, and regulations control the kinds of activities allowed. Protected areas developed from
the Western vision of nature that separates it from culture and assumes that one must exclude humans to conserve nature. This
model of setting aside protected areas has been exported to the rest of the world and persists as the most common strategy for
numerous environmental goals, including protection of watersheds, endangered plants and animals, and providing space for people
to interact with nature.

Figure 4: Yosemite Valley, one of the first national parks in the United States, established a precedent of setting aside natural areas

for their scenic beauty, recreation, and conservation. Photo by Christian Palmer.
The most common example of a protected area is a national park. In the United States, national parks are so popular that they have
been called “America’s Best Idea.” While I am an enthusiastic fan of national parks, I also recognize problems associated with the
concept. We often forget, for example, that the “natural” state of such parks is mostly a recent phenomenon. Many Native
American groups were systematically removed from parks (and rarely compensated) to make the parks “natural,” and some parks,
such as Mt. Rushmore in the Black Hills of South Dakota and Devil’s Tower in Wyoming, are directly on top of sacred sites for
Native Americans. In other areas of the world, especially in developing countries, most protected areas are occupied by groups of
people who have lived there for decades or centuries and have legitimate claims to the land. Some may not be aware that their land
is being transformed into a park and, once informed, are shocked by all of the new regulations they are expected to obey. In worst-
case scenarios, they are evicted without compensation, becoming environmental refugees. From the perspective of such groups, the
government seems to value elephants, tigers, or scenic vistas more than the people living on the land.

The conflicts that have developed between local communities in and around protected areas and state conservation officials and
international conservation NGOs that advocate for the parks is referred to as the “people-versus-parks debate.”®?) Communities,
rather than seeing parks as preserving a public good that benefits everyone, view creation of a park as an effort by government
officials to extend their power to remote rural areas. And those negative views can thwart conservation efforts when locals resent
preferential treatment of animals and choose to poach or simply ignore the new regulations.

Conservation groups have begun to recognize that they must support economic development of local communities to get them on
board with conservation efforts. When local residents benefit from jobs as park guards, tour guides, and research assistants, they
recognize the positive economic benefits of conservation and support the initiatives. This approach aims to combine conservation
and development, bringing together typically different objectives. Initially, this approach was a response to development policies
associated with building infrastructure such as roads and dams that had huge environmental impacts and created negative press for
the World Bank, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), and other institutions that funded the projects. Now,
most conservation projects incorporate development objectives, and the environmental impacts of development projects usually
must be assessed. In addition, the failure of many of these projects has inspired governments and NGOs to include local
communities in planning and operating conservation and development schemes.

Conservation and Sustainable Development

Since the early 1990s, environmental conservation organizations such as the Nature Conservancy and Conservation International
and development organizations such as the World Bank and USAID have been working to bring conservation and development
together. The structures and success of these approaches vary widely. Some aim to help local communities develop industries that
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depended on rainforests in nondestructive ways, such as non-timber forest products like rattan, rubber, medicines, and fruit. By
assisting local communities in developing and marketing such products, the programs have provided them with economic
alternatives that encourage people to preserve rainforests instead of chopping them down, a form of sustainable development.

The conservation and development project with which I am most familiar is related to extractive reserves in the Brazilian
Amazon. I spent a summer doing research for my master’s thesis on extractive reserves established by Brazilian rubber tappers in
Acre, which is in the northwestern corner of the Brazilian Amazon. These rubber tappers live in the rainforest and tap natural
rubber by scraping a long thin cut into the bark of the tree and returning later in the day to collect the sap that had dripped into a
small container hung on the tree. Rubber trees do not grow together; they are spread out throughout the forest, requiring rubber
tappers to walk several trails each day. Many also collect and sell Brazil nuts, which fall from ancient trees that live for centuries.
Brazil nuts cannot be commercially grown so they must be collected from rainforests. Both of these economic activities require a
healthy, mature forest. And although rubber can be produced synthetically, natural rubber is stronger, longer lasting, more flexible,
and more resistant to heat than synthetic alternatives, making it ideal for use in medical and aeronautic industries where high-
quality material is essential.

As cattle ranching expanded in the Amazon, rubber tappers were being evicted because they did not have formal title to the land on
which they lived and worked. Led by local activist Chico Mendes, the rubber tappers organized and petitioned the government for
the right to remain on the land. Mendes was eventually assassinated by owners of some of the cattle ranches who were unhappy
about his activism, but ultimately, the movement was successful. Environmentalists who were worried about Amazonian
deforestation joined forces with the rubber tappers, who were worried about their livelihoods, and together they created extractive
reserves—protected areas owned by the federal government but managed by local communities of rubber tappers who could stay
on the land indefinitely as long as they followed the environmental regulations they established. The model was successful and has
since been expanded to include millions of hectares throughout the Amazon.

As with many conservation and development projects, the economic benefits of the extractive reserves were slow to accrue. When
rubber prices fell in response to international commodity markets, many families stopped tapping rubber and focused on
subsistence agriculture. In fact, some turned to cattle ranching, mimicking on a smaller scale many of the destructive processes they
had originally protested. Because the regulations were poorly enforced, a number of families gradually turned old swidden fields
into pastures instead of letting the fields revert to rainforest.

Despite these challenges, development of the land was significantly reduced relative to the original plan of allowing owners of
large tracts to move in and convert large areas to pasture and soy plantations. Likewise, the rubber tappers, though still poor, had
access to greater resources than they would if they have been evicted and forced to move to urban slums. Extractive reserves
succeeded because they were implemented across vast areas of the Brazilian Amazon and provided rights to thousands of small-
holders.

Significant challenges remain for organizations working to improve the standard of living of rubber tappers in Brazil and conserve
biodiversity, and this case study illustrates many of the problems associated with conservation and development models. Often, the
economic gains are limited and require compromises in terms of conservation benefits. Usually, neither local communities nor
environmentalists are completely happy with the models and their results but also agree that compromise is better than the rampant
destruction averted by a reserve. Research on political ecology from such case studies forces us to recognize that the debates are
not solely about environmental ethics; they also involve control over valuable resources such as land, timber, and oil. Political
ecology invites us to think about the local political and cultural processes that shape the outcomes of conservation projects and
determine who benefits from such projects.

First World Political Ecology

A significant challenge for political ecologists is that most of the research so far has been done in the developing world; relatively
few studies have been conducted in the United States and Europe. Some newer studies are aiming to showcase what political
ecology might look like when applied to similar questions in the developed world. One such study came from the Sierra Nevada
foothills in California. There, a participatory conservation project was being developed that would have included local conservation
organizations, government offices, and other groups. Their goal was to create an environmental management plan for the region
that would limit development and urban growth. They tried to bring together a variety of environmental and pro-development
groups to dialogue but were met with an intense political backlash. Pro-development forces, rather than participating, mobilized
politically to remove supporters of the plan from county government seats and derail the process. In first world countries, local
groups can mobilize significant political and economic resources to influence the fate of a project. This is an unlikely scenario in
the developing world where conservation organizations are generally more powerful than local communities.??!
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Clashes between environmentalists, who are often exurban migrants who moved from urban to rural areas for outdoor activities
and scenic nature, and longtime residents who are involved in extractive industries such as mining, ranching, and agriculture are
common in the western United States. In many cases, communities are bitterly divided over the importance of nearby public lands
and the role of the federal government in managing those lands. In developing countries, political ecologists as a group tend to side
with local communities and against government intervention. In the United States, left-leaning and environmental sympathies can
push them to side with government intervention at the expense of local communities. Some political ecologists have noted this
contradiction and called for local movements and their pushes against extension of states power to be taken more seriously,
including in the United States.!>*]

Another fascinating political ecology associated with the first world is a study by Paul Robbins and Julie Sharp that looked at the
American lawn, noting that 23 percent of urban land in the United States is dedicated to lawns and that urban areas are growing at a
rate of 675,000 hectares a year.[?°] In addition, the vast majority of those lawns are sprayed with fertilizers, herbicides, and
pesticides. Because these chemicals wash into waterways, lawns have an enormous collective environmental impact. Robbins and
Sharp analyzed advertisements for lawn care products and interviewed and surveyed households across the country, leading to
some startling discoveries. One of the strongest indicators of intensive and toxic lawn care was not a lack of knowledge about the
environmental impacts of the products, but how well they knew the names of their neighbors. They describe the moral economy of
a turf grass commons in which maintaining a healthy lawn signified important values of being connected to the community, your
family, and nature. The aesthetics and family values associated with lawns outweighed concerns about environmental impacts,
suggesting that water conservation activists must understand and address underlying cultural ideas about lawns in the United
States.

Where's the Ecology?

Political ecologists Andrew Vayda and Bradley Walters have noted that the field of political ecology seems to be increasingly
political, overemphasizing how different groups use environmental issues to gain control over land and resources and ignoring
important ecological considerations.!*! They argue that political ecologists need to take the limits, constraints, and challenges
associated with natural systems more seriously and research those systems in addition to local cultural and political systems. In a
study of the destruction of mangrove forests in the Philippines, they examined both the role of local communities in the destruction
and management of mangrove ecosystems and the natural limits that impede replanting in the area. The next section presents
examples of anthropologists who thought creatively about how to integrate theories from the natural sciences back into
anthropology while simultaneously questioning whether science provides unbiased objective results. This requires a careful
balancing act but is necessary to generate an approach that respects the contributions of scientific and anthropological knowledge.

ADDITIONAL APPROACHES TO ENVIRONMENTAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Eco-Justice: Race, Gender, and Environmental Destruction

Many environmental justice advocates are anthropologists and political ecologists. They examine environmental questions from the
perspective of social equality, identifying impacts and risks associated with environmental damage that have disproportionately
affected socially marginalized groups. For example, on the Hawaiian island of Oahu the trash incinerator and landfill are on the
west side of the island where many native Hawaiians and other low-income groups live.””! Locating landfills, incinerators,
chemical plants, industrial factories, nuclear waste storage, and other environmentally hazardous facilities near communities of
color, Native American reservations, and relatively poor communities is not accidental. A lack of economic and political power
prevents residents of such communities from influencing the large industries and government agencies that determine where such
facilities are placed.

The same process is at work when environmentally toxic jobs and waste storage facilities are outsourced. For example, many
computers and other electronic appliances that contain toxic components made from heavy metals are shipped to West Africa for
disassembly and recycling.[28] This arrangement makes economic sense for consumers in relatively rich countries in North America
and Europe, but the workers in Africa are out of sight and out of mind, often working without proper protection from the toxic
metals or even training on their dangers. And as global supply chains have expanded, consumers in the United States rarely know
where the clothes, electronics, and toys they purchase are made, the impacts of that production, or what happens to them after they
dispose of them. By looking at these long complex commodity or supply chains, which cover products from their cradle to grave,
social scientists interested in eco-justice can create awareness of these issues.

Anthropologists also work to connect ecocide (environmental destruction) with ethnocide (cultural destruction). In many
indigenous communities worldwide, cultural activities and beliefs are connected to specific landscapes and ecologies.
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Consequently, as a logging or mining company moves in, it destroys both the environment and culture. Eco-justice studies call
attention to these connections and seek to protect both culture and the environment and the relationship between them. Barbara
Rose Johnston’s work with Marshallese Islanders in Micronesia documented the impact of U.S. atomic bomb testing on the atolls
and supported their claims for compensation from the United States for damage by carefully documenting the relationship between
their culture and the contaminated landscapes ruined by nuclear testing.?*!

Anthropologists are often involved in these kinds of research projects because they are on the ground in remote locations around
the world and share a disciplinary interest in raising awareness of cultural differences and inequality. They are also trained to
examine categories of race, class, nationality, and other social factors that differentiate groups of people and are the basis for
unequal treatment. While valuing cultural diversity, anthropologists also argue for a holistic perspective that universally values
human life regardless of such differences.

Science and Technology Studies

The study of science and technology is a diverse field that uses social science methods to analyze the culture of science in
industrialized and modern societies. Like political ecology and ethnoecology, science and technology studies question the
objectivity of modern science to some extent and view science as a product of specific cultural understandings. These studies often
look to the history of a science to understand its development in a specific cultural, political, and economic context.

An early developer of the discipline is Bruno Latour, who introduced the idea of the Anthropocene discussed at the beginning of
this chapter. Latour’s earlier work included a study, Laboratory Life: The Social Construction of Scientific Facts (1979), written
with Steve Woolgar, that used the ethnographic technique of participant observation in a laboratory at the Salk Institute for
Biological Sciences to determine how scientific knowledge is produced and challenged dominant narratives about the scientific
method.®” Other studies have examined concepts of race and indigeneity in the Human Genome Project and how remote sensing
technologies shape how anthropologists interact with ecosystems in the Guatemalan rainforest.>™ As science and technology
become increasingly important parts of our lived experiences and our understanding of the environment around us, anthropologists
naturally analyze those connections.

Many anthropologists who study science and technology endeavor to make sure they do not throw the baby out with the bath water.
They do not deny the important contributions of science and the scientific method. However, they also pay attention to the
limitations and biases inherent in those methods.

Multispecies Ethnographies

Multispecies ethnographies challenge the centrality of humans in the world. Most of the stories we tell about ourselves and our
place in the world and especially stories told by anthropologists revolve around Homo sapiens. Increasingly, though, some
anthropologists have begun to think about how other species make decisions and exercise a degree of agency that can influence
history. For example, Donna Haraway writes about dogs and how the relationship between dogs and humans has evolved over time.
She criticizes people who anthropomorphize dogs and challenges her readers to understand dogs on their own terms. 3!

We can also think about the role of bacteria in human evolution and cultural development and remind ourselves that diseases,
parasites, and symbiotic gut bacteria that allow us to eat certain kinds of foods have been very influential in shaping human history
and cultural development over time. Other works have, for example, re-examined plant and animal domestication from non-human
perspectives and explored how forests “think.”(>3 By carefully considering other species and ecological processes, we decenter our
increasingly human-centered focus. Much of the work on multispecies ethnography has been done by feminist anthropologists who
have already been at work for decades on similarly decentering male-focused histories of our species.

APPLYING ANTHROPOLOGY IN CONSERVATION

Reforestation

Anthropological analyses of the environment may seem overly theoretical and abstract, far removed from actual practices and the
work of learning to live with and within our environment. Anthropologists may be seen as hidden in ivory towers of academia,
disconnected from real world issues and problems. However, applied and activist anthropology offer avenues for anthropologists to
tackle problems on the ground and make a direct difference. Applied anthropologists often work with conservation and
development organizations to implement projects that depend on an accurate understanding of local cultures and practices to
succeed.
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Anthropologist Gerald Murray’s doctoral dissertation examined land tenure among small-holders in Haiti. After finishing his
dissertation work, Murray delivered a presentation to USAID on a Haitian reforestation project. He joked that if they gave him “a
jeep and carte blanche access to a $50,000 checking account” he could prove his “anthropological assertions about peasant
economic behavior and produce more trees on the ground than their multi-million-dollar Ministry of Agriculture charade.”(3%
USAID program officers accepted his challenge, inviting him to head a $4 million project to reforest Haiti. Using his understanding
of Haitian small-holders, he drastically changed the USAID’s approach. Instead of trying to convince small-holders that trees were
valuable for their environmental services, he emphasized fast-growing species that could be sold for firewood, charcoal, and
lumber. By giving the trees to the small-holders and allowing them to harvest and sell them whenever they wanted, he motivated
them to plant and care for the seedlings like any other valuable cash crop. In prior projects, tree-cutting was prohibited and the trees
belonged to the government. Consequently, no one took care of the trees and they were eventually destroyed by livestock or neglect
and rarely reached maturity. Treating the trees as a cash crop motivated farmers to plant trees on their own land, thus meeting
USAID’s goals of stabilizing the soil and reducing illegal tree cutting (since farmers had access to stands of their own) and
providing a direct economic benefit from selling wood. The project was a stunning success—20 million trees were planted in the
first four years. By understanding local farmers’ perspectives, Murray was able to work with Haitian small-holders instead of
seeing them as an impediment to reforestation efforts.

A number of anthropologists are working with conservation and development organizations to assist them in understanding local
cultures and implementing conservation and develop projects. This work is often done in teams in which anthropologists join with
foresters, conservation biologists, agronomists, and others to implement projects. Because they often speak the local language,
understand the peoples’ perspectives, and are interested in close, on-the-ground observations, anthropologists make valuable
contributions in support of conservation and economic development.

Climate Change

In 2014, the American Anthropological Association’s Global Climate Change Task Force submitted a report on climate change that
summarized anthropology’s engagement with the issue. Currently, climate change is perhaps the single most important
environmental issue worldwide, and our responses to it will shape the future of our species on the planet. The report identified the
human causes and contributions to climate change and emphasized that climate change is already having an impact as rising sea
levels are forcing residents of places such as Kiribati to flee their island homes and melting ice shelves threaten the subsistence
practices and the lifestyle of Inuit groups in Alaska. These examples illustrate how the impacts of climate change will
disproportionately affect groups who have contributed the least to the accumulation of greenhouses gases, highlighting the social
inequality of impacts of climate change around the world.

The report analyzed drivers of climate change, focusing on consumption, land use, energy, and population growth. An
anthropological analysis of consumption reminds us that the categories of “necessities” and “luxuries” are cultural constructs. For
example, Western societies now accept cell phones as necessities despite the fact that humans survived perfectly well for thousands
of years without them. As the global middle class expands and places new demands on ecosystems, a cultural understanding of
social classes and related consumption practices will be increasingly important to analyses the causes of climate change and
potential solutions.

The report also criticized much of the language of climate change and its focus on concepts of adaptation, vulnerability, and
resilience that elided the differential impacts of climate change on different groups of people. The task force noted that proposed
global solutions focused on top-down management strategies that did not take existing social issues of “poverty, marginalization,
lack of education and information, and loss of control over resources” that structure vulnerability of different populations to the
impacts of a warming planet into account. > The report also illustrates the power of language to shape certain debates and
potential solutions to problems, an important piece of anthropological analysis.

At the end of the report, the task force recommended actions anthropologists could take to contribute to efforts to address global
climate change, including reducing the carbon footprint of anthropological meetings, working with interdisciplinary research teams
to continue research, and maintaining a research agenda that stresses the importance of anthropological contributions to discussions

of climate change. Perhaps most interesting is their conclusion that many of the most innovative and creative approaches to
addressing and mitigating the effects of climate change were occurring at local and regional levels, recognizing communities’
innovative efforts to bypass national and international gridlock and develop approaches that reflect local realities and address local
problems. The anthropological focus on local communities is a welcome change of perspective when, by definition, the scale of
global climate change seems to preclude local involvement and solutions.
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Anthropologists at Work in Conservation Organizations

Anthropologists work for international conservation organizations like Conservation International, The Nature Conservancy, and
the World Wildlife Fund and with government agencies like the National Park Service, the Peace Corps, and USAID. They also
work for smaller conservation organizations, urban planning initiatives, environmental education groups, environmental activist
networks, and other initiatives aimed at reducing our negative impact on the planet.

Cultural Resources Management

Management of cultural resources is a growing field of anthropology that catalogs and preserves archaeological sites and historic
places threatened by development, bringing together various principles developed in anthropology over the years. First, it
recognizes the need to preserve both “natural” ecosystems and ecosystems shaped by past human activities. By connecting natural
and human diversity, anthropologists recognize humans’ interdependence with the environment over time. Second, cultural
resource managers recognize the need for continuing involvement of indigenous communities with archaeological sites and seek
their input to inform management plans and practices. As cultural resource management has become standard operating procedure,
archaeologists have begun to meet with members of the local community and others who have a stake in their research. These
interactions improve archaeological research and create the kind of cross-cultural bridges that strengthen the discipline. Finally,
destruction of historical places and archaeological sites is a form of environmental destruction that, like climate change and species
extinctions, requires us to critically examine the cultural values underlying that destruction.

CONCLUSION

The discipline of anthropology provides a unique perspective on human-environmental interactions and thus generates valuable
insights into the social, political, and cultural complexity of modern environmental problems. Anthropologists are hard at work
with governments, conservation organizations, and community groups to understand and solve complex environmental problems. I
hope this discussion has challenged you to think about the environment and conservation in a new way, allowing you to help
reframe these debates and develop innovative solutions to the complex problems that confront us.

Discussion Questions

1. In what ways have anthropologists examined human interactions with the environment over time?

2. What is the myth of the ecologically noble savage? What are some recent examples of this myth? What is the impact of this
idea on indigenous people?

3. How has research in political ecology challenged traditional conservation efforts? What are some of the problems with
promoting parks or ecological reserves as solutions to environmental problems?

4. What is the Anthropocene? How has research in anthropology contributed to an improved understanding of how humans
interact with the “natural” world?

5. What insights from anthropology do you think would be most useful to the public, environmental activists, and government
officials when considering policies related to current environmental challenges?

GLOSSARY

Anthropocene: a term proposed to describe the current moment (or epoch) in geological time in which the effects of human
activities have altered the fundamental geochemical cycles of the earth. There is some disagreement about when the Anthropocene
period began—most likely, it began with industrialization.

Anthropogenic: environments and pollutants produced by human activities.

Cultural ecology: a subfield of cultural anthropology that explores the relationship between human cultural beliefs and practice
and the ecosystems in which those beliefs and practices occur.

Cultural evolutionism: a theory popular in nineteenth and early twentieth century anthropology suggesting that societies evolved
through stages from simple to advanced. This theory was later shown to be incorrect.

Ecocide: destruction of an environment, especially when done intentionally by humans.

Eco-justice: a movement to recognize and remedy the adverse relationship between social inequality and the harms and risks that
come from environmental destruction and pollutants.

Ethnocide: destruction of a culture, often intentionally, through destruction of or removal from their territory, forced assimilation,
or acculturation.

Ethnoecology: the relationships between cultural beliefs and practices and the local environment. Components include
ethnobiology, ethnobotany, and ethnozoology.

@ 0 9.15 https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263269


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/263269?pdf

LibreTexts"

Extractive reserves: community-managed protected areas designed to allow for sustainable extraction of certain natural resources
(such as fish, rubber, Brazil nuts, and rattan) while maintaining key ecosystems in place.

Exurban: migration of generally affluent people from urban areas to rural areas for the amenities of nature, recreation, and scenic
beauty associated with rural areas.

Historical particularism: the theory that every culture develops in a unique way due to its history, including the interaction of
people with the natural environment.

Homeostasis: the movement of a particular system (a human body, an ecosystem) towards equilibrium. In ecology this is
associated with the idea that ecosystems should remain at a climax ecosystem associated with an area.

Hominin: Humans (Homo sapiens) and their close relatives and immediate ancestors.

Materialism: a Marxist theory emphasizing the ways in which human social and cultural practices are influenced by basic
subsistence (economic) needs.

Multispecies ethnographies: an ethnographic approach in which anthropologists include non-human species as active participants
in a society or culture and study their influence and actions.

Political ecology: an interdisciplinary field of research that emphasizes the political and economic dimensions of environmental
concerns.

Processual archaeology: a shift in archaeological studies toward scientific methods, testing of hypotheses, quantitative analysis,
and theory-driven approaches and away from an earlier emphasis on typologies and descriptive analysis.

Protected areas: lands set aside for conservation of the environment for their scenic beauty, biodiversity, recreational value, and
other reasons.

Succession: changes in types of species in an area over time. For example, it would describe the different ecosystems that
gradually replace one other after a forest fire.

Sustainable development: development that can meet present needs without damaging the environment or limiting the potential
for future generations.

Swidden: an agricultural practice, also called shifting cultivation and slash-and-burn, in which fields are cleared, burned, and
planted for several seasons before being returned to fallow for an extended period.

Wilderness: a natural area that is untouched or unchanged by human activities and often seen as a cultural construct of the
American West.
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Figure 7: Image courtesy of Sarah Lyon
Political Anthropology: A Cross-Cultural Comparison

Figure 1: Age grades and age set, based on Sengree in Peoples of Africa is reproduced with permission of Kendall Hunt Publishing
Company from Cultural Anthropology: A Concise Introduction by Paul McDowell.

Figure 2: Bilateral Cross-Cousin Marriage from Yanomamo is reproduced with permission of Kendall Hunt Publishing Company
from Cultural Anthropology: A Concise Introduction by Paul McDowell.

Figure 3: Segmentary: Lineage Model is reproduced with permission of Kendall Hunt Publishing Company from Cultural
Anthropology: A Concise Introduction by Paul McDowell.

Figure 4: Conical Clan Design of Chiefdom is reproduced with permission of Kendall Hunt Publishing Company from Cultural
Anthropology: A Concise Introduction by Paul McDowell.

Figure 5: Matrilateral Cross-Cousin Marriage is reproduced from is reproduced with permission of Kendall Hunt Publishing
Company from Cultural Anthropology: A Concise Introduction by Paul McDowell.

Figure 6: Image courtesy of Paul McDowell.

Family and Marriage

Figure 1: Courtesy of Laura Tubelle de Gonzélez.

Figure 2: Courtesy of Thomas Mcllwraith.

Figure 3: Courtesy of Thomas McIlwraith.

Figure 4: Courtesy of Thomas McIlwraith.

Figure 5: Courtesy of Laura Tubelle de Gonzélez.

Figure 6: Courtesy of Mary Kay Gilliland.

Race and Ethnicity

Figure 1: Photo by Mike Graham https://www.flickr.com/photos/mike626/10980456

Figure 2: Illustration from Systema Naturae, Carolus Linnaeus, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...e_Plate_IV.jpg
Figure 3: Image is from Anthro Palomar https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...od_group_o.gif
Figure 4: Image from NMI Portal https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...opulations.jpg

Figure 5: Image from UN Women

Figure 6: Image from https://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/Jiichi... Matsumoto.JPG

Figure 7: Image courtesy of Laura Gonzalez.

Figure 8: Image courtesy of Justin Garcia.

Gender and Sexuality

Figure 1: Image from Sharma Pictures Publication, 174, Princess Street, Bombay-2, India.
Figure 2: Image from Sharma Pictures Publication, 174, Princess Street, Bombay-2. India.
Figure 3: Image courtesy of Carol Mukhopadhyay, 2010.

Figure 4: Image courtesy of Carol Mukhopadhyay, 2010.

Figure 5: Photograph by Ajay Tallam, 2007. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...ot_allowed.jpg.
Figure 6: Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, 1989.

Figure 7: Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, 1989.

Figure 8: Image is from ca. 1405 manuscript “Bellifortis,” by Kyeser von Eichstadt
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...ellifortis.jpg

Figure 9: Photograph by Takeaway, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...ahu_people.jpg.
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Figure 10: Photograph by Tami Blumenfield, 2002.

Figure 11: Photograph by Tami Blumenfield, 2002.

Figure 12: Photograph by lecercle, 2009.

Figure 13: Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, Tanzania, 2010.

Figure 14: Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, Tanzania, 2010.

Figure 15: Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, 2008.

Figure 16: Photograph by Carol Mukhopadhyay, Tanzania, 2010.

Figure 17: Photograph by Francis Hannaway. https://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/File:B...s_Hannaway.jpg.
Figure 18: Photograph by Tami Blumenfield, 2002.

Figure 19: Reproduced with permission.

Figure 20: Image courtesy of Carol Mukhopadhyay.

Figure 21: Image courtesy of Tami Blumenfield.

Figure 22: Image courtesy of Susan Harper.

Figure 23: Image courtesy of Abby Gondek.

Religion

Figure 1: Image by Matthias Kabel https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...lendorf 01.png MatthiasKabel
Figure 2: Photograph by HTO https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...m_replica).jpg

Figure 3: Public domain image from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...irit._ House.jpg

Figure 4: Public domain image from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...orii_M3032.jpg

Figure 5: Photograph by Christopher Hogue Thompson https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...and_Diving.JPG
Globalization

Figure 1: Image from David and Paulina https://www.flickr.com/photos/davidandpaulina/

Figure 2: Photographs by Jonathan S. Marion. All rights reserved.

Figure 3: Photograph by Lovisa Selander https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...Lake Poopo.jpg
Figure 4: Photograph by André Mellagi https://www.flickr.com/photos/mellagi/

Figure 5: Photograph by Jerome W. Crowder. All rights reserved.

Figure 6: Photograph courtesy of Lauren Miller Griffith.

Figure 7: Photography courtesy of Jonathan S. Marion.

Culture and Sustainability: Environmental Anthropology in the Anthropocene

Figure 1: Photo by Adalberto H. Vega from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F..._Ballcourt.jpg

Figure 2: Photo by Himalayan Academy Publications, Kapaa, Kauai, Hawaii.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CowHA.jpg

Figure 3: Image by Christian Palmer.
Figure 4: Image by Christian Palmer.
Figure 5: Image by Christian Palmer.
Figure 6: Image by Christian Palmer.

Performance

Figure 1: Photograph by Mariana Rodriguez Guttierrez https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...la_Cultura.JPG
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Figure 2: Photograph by George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gcmcph...h/31874211260/

Figure 3: Photograph from https://pixabay.com/en/man-sitting-b...steps-1030859/
Figure 4a: Photograph by Jonathan S. Marion. All rights reserved.

Figure 4b: Photograph by Jonathan S. Marion. All rights reserved.

Figure 5a: Photograph from https://pixabay.com/p-873830/

Figure 5b: Photograph by National Cancer Institute. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...atient_(4).jpg
Figure 5c: Photograph by Jonathan S. Marion. All rights reserved.

Figure 6: Photograph by Insho Impressions https://www.flickr.com/photos/insho/

Figure 7: Photograph by Fanny. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...nne_2010-2.jpg

Figure 8: Image by Zhu https://www.flickr.com/photos/xiaozhuli/5326211113/

Figure 9: Photograph by Derek Gleeson
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F..ng_Tchaikovsky’s_Symphony_No_4_in_Charlotte, North_Carolina.jpg

Figure 10: Photograph courtesy of Lauren Miller Griffith.

Figure 11: Photograph courtesy of Jonathan S. Marion.

Media Anthropology: Meaning, Embodiment, Infrastructure, and Activism

Figure 1: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 2: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 3: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 4: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 5: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 6: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 7: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Figure 8: Photography Bryce Peake. Licensed CC BY-SA.

Health and Medicine

Figure 1: Photograph by Mlogic https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...ine_Poster.jpg
Figure 2: Public domain image from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hua_t08.jpg
Figure 3: Photograph by Sgerbic https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F...e_close_up.JPG
Figure 4: Photograph by Ton Rulkens https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/F..513750269).jpg
Figure 5: Photograph by African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) https://www.flickr.com/photos/au_uni...h/10418757505/
Seeing Like an Anthropologist

Figure 1: Image courtesy of Logan Cochrane

Public Anthropology

Figure 1: All rights reserved. Claudia Andujar 1 (black and white)

Figure 2: Davi Kopenawa. All rights reserved. Claudia Andujar

Figure 3: All rights reserved. Victor Englebert

Figure 4: All rights reserved. Victor Englebert

Figure 5: All rights reserved. Victor Englebert

Figure 6: Image by Robert Borofsky
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