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n Chapter 1 we saw that humans share society, organized life in groups, with other
animals—social animals, such as monkeys, wolves, and ants. Other animals, especially the great apes, have rudimentary cultural abilities, but only humans have fully
elaborated cultures—distinctive traditions and customs transmitted over the generations
through learning and through language.
The concept of culture has long been basic to anthropology. Well over a century
ago, in his book Primitive Culture, the British anthropologist Edward Tylor proposed
that cultures, systems of human behavior and thought, obey natural laws and therefore
can be studied scientifically. Tylor’s definition of culture still offers an overview of the
subject matter of anthropology and is widely quoted.
“Culture . . . is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts, morals,
law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society”
(Tylor 1871/1958, p. 1). The crucial phrase here is “acquired . . . as a member of society.”
Tylor’s definition focuses on attributes that people acquire not through biological inheritance but by growing up in a particular society in which they are exposed to a specific cultural tradition. Enculturation is the process by which a child learns his or her culture.

I

W

HAT

IS CULTURE?

Culture Is Learned
The ease with which children absorb any cultural tradition rests on the uniquely elaborated human capacity to learn. Other animals may learn from experience, so that, for
42
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What Is Culture?

Cultures have strikingly different standards of personal space, such as how far apart people should stand
in normal encounters and interactions. Contrast the distance between the American businessmen with the
closeness, including touching, of the two rabbis in Jerusalem. Have you noticed such differences in your
own interactions with others?

example, they avoid fire after discovering that it hurts. Social animals also learn from
other members of their group. Wolves, for instance, learn hunting strategies from other
pack members. Such social learning is particularly important among monkeys and apes,
our closest biological relatives. But our own cultural learning depends on the uniquely
developed human capacity to use symbols, signs that have no necessary or natural connection to the things they stand for or signify.
On the basis of cultural learning, people create, remember, and deal with ideas.
They grasp and apply specific systems of symbolic meaning. Anthropologist Clifford
Geertz defined culture as ideas based on cultural learning and symbols. Cultures have
been characterized as sets of “control mechanisms—plans, recipes, rules, instructions,
what computer engineers call programs for the governing of behavior” (Geertz 1973,
p. 44). These programs are absorbed by people through enculturation in particular traditions. People gradually internalize a previously established system of meanings and
symbols, which helps guide their behavior and perceptions throughout their lives.
Every person begins immediately, through a process of conscious and unconscious learning and interaction with others, to internalize, or incorporate, a cultural tradition through the process of enculturation. Sometimes culture is taught directly, as
when parents tell their children to say “thank you” when someone gives them something
or does them a favor.
Culture also is transmitted through observation. Children pay attention to the things
that go on around them. They modify their behavior not just because other people tell
them to do so but as a result of their own observations and growing awareness of what
their culture considers right and wrong. Culture also is absorbed unconsciously. North
Americans acquire their culture’s notions about how far apart people should stand when
they talk (see the box at the end of this chapter), not by being told directly to maintain a
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certain distance but through a gradual process of observation, experience, and conscious
and unconscious behavior modification. No one tells Latins to stand closer together than
North Americans do; they learn to do so as part of their cultural tradition.

Culture Is Shared
Culture is an attribute not of individuals per se but of individuals as members of groups.
Culture is transmitted in society. Don’t we learn our culture by observing, listening,
talking, and interacting with many other people? Shared beliefs, values, memories, and
expectations link people who grow up in the same culture. Enculturation unifies people
by providing us with common experiences.
People in the United States sometimes have trouble understanding the power of
culture because of the value that American culture places on the idea of the individual.
Americans are fond of saying that everyone is unique and special in some way. How
ever, in American culture individualism itself is a distinctive shared value. Individualism is transmitted through hundreds of statements and settings in our daily lives. From
the late Mr. Rogers on TV to parents, grandparents, and teachers, our enculturative
agents insist that we are all “someone special.”
Today’s parents were yesterday’s children. If they grew up in North America,
they absorbed certain values and beliefs transmitted over the generations. People
become agents in the enculturation of their children, just as their parents were for
them. Although a culture constantly changes, certain fundamental beliefs, values,
worldviews, and child-rearing practices endure. Consider a simple American example of enduring shared enculturation. As children, when we didn’t finish a meal, our
parents may have reminded us of starving children in some foreign country, just as
our grandparents might have done a generation earlier. The specific country changes
(China, India, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Somalia, Rwanda—what was it in your home?).
Still, American culture goes on transmitting the idea that by eating all our brussels
sprouts or broccoli, we can justify our own good fortune, compared to a hungry child
in an impoverished or war-ravaged country.

Culture Is Symbolic
Symbolic thought is unique and crucial to humans and to cultural learning. A symbol
is something verbal or nonverbal, within a particular language or culture, that comes to
stand for something else. Anthropologist Leslie White defined culture as
dependent upon symbolling. . . . Culture consists of tools, implements, utensils,
clothing, ornaments, customs, institutions, beliefs, rituals, games, works of art,
language, etc. (White 1959, p. 3)

For White, culture originated when our ancestors acquired the ability to use symbols, that is, to originate and bestow meaning on a thing or event, and, correspondingly,
to grasp and appreciate such meanings (White 1959, p. 3).
There need be no obvious, natural, or necessary connection between the symbol
and what it symbolizes. The familiar pet that barks is no more naturally a dog than
it is a chien, Hund, or mbwa, the words for “dog” in French, German, and Swahili,
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respectively. Language is one of the distinctive possessions of Homo sapiens. No
other animal has developed anything approaching the complexity of language, with its
multitude of symbols.
Symbols often are linguistic. There also are myriad nonverbal symbols, such as
flags, which stand for various countries, and the arches that symbolize a particular hamburger chain. Holy water is a potent symbol in Roman Catholicism. As is true of all
symbols, the association between a symbol (water) and what is symbolized (holiness) is
arbitrary and conventional. Water probably is not intrinsically holier than milk, blood,
or other natural liquids. Nor is holy water chemically different from ordinary water.
Holy water is a symbol within Roman Catholicism, which is part of an international
cultural system. A natural thing has been associated arbitrarily with a particular meaning
for Catholics, who share common beliefs and experiences that are based on learning and
that are transmitted across the generations.
For hundreds of thousands of years, humans have shared the abilities on which
culture rests—the abilities to learn, to think symbolically, to manipulate language, and
to use tools and other cultural products in organizing their lives and coping with their
environments. Every contemporary human population has the ability to use symbols and
thus to create and maintain culture. Our nearest relatives—chimpanzees and gorillas—
have rudimentary cultural abilities. However, no other animal has elaborated cultural
abilities to the extent that Homo has.

Culture and Nature
Culture takes the natural biological urges we share with other animals and teaches
us how to express them in particular ways. People have to eat, but culture teaches us
what, when, and how. In many cultures people have their main meal at noon, but most
North Americans prefer a large dinner. English people eat fish for breakfast, but North
Americans prefer hot cakes and cold cereals. Brazilians put hot milk into strong coffee,
whereas many North Americans pour cold milk into a weaker brew. Midwesterners dine
at five or six, Spaniards at ten.
Cultural habits, perceptions, and inventions mold “human nature” into many
forms. People have to eliminate wastes from their bodies. But some cultures teach people to defecate standing, while others tell them to do it sitting down. Peasant women in
the Andean highlands squat in the streets and urinate, getting all the privacy they need
from their massive skirts. All these habits are parts of cultural traditions that have converted natural acts into cultural customs.
Our culture—and cultural changes—affect how we perceive nature, human
nature, and “the natural.” Through science, invention, and discovery, cultural advances
have overcome many “natural” limitations. We prevent and cure diseases such as polio
and smallpox, which felled our ancestors. We use Viagra to enhance or restore sexual
potency. Through cloning, scientists have challenged the way we think about biological
identity and the meaning of life itself. Culture, of course, does not always protect us
from natural threats. Hurricanes, floods, earthquakes, and other natural forces regularly
overthrow our wishes to modify the environment through building, development, and
expansion. Can you think of other ways in which nature strikes back at culture?
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Culture Is All-Encompassing
For anthropologists, culture includes much more than refinement, good taste, sophistication, education, and appreciation of the fine arts. Not only college graduates but all
people are “cultured.” The most interesting and significant cultural forces are those that
affect people every day of their lives, particularly those that influence children during
enculturation.
Culture, as defined anthropologically, encompasses features that are sometimes
regarded as trivial or unworthy of serious study, such as those of “popular” culture. To
understand contemporary North American culture, we must consider television, fastfood restaurants, sports, and games. As a cultural manifestation, a rock star may be as
interesting as a symphony conductor (or vice versa); a comic book may be as significant
as a book-award winner.

Culture Is Integrated
Cultures are not haphazard collections of customs and beliefs. Cultures are integrated,
patterned systems. If one part of the system (the overall economy, for instance) changes,
other parts change as well. For example, during the 1950s most American women
planned domestic careers as homemakers and mothers. Most of today’s college women,
by contrast, expect to get paying jobs when they graduate.
What are some of the social repercussions of this particular economic change?
Attitudes and behavior regarding marriage, family, and children have changed. Late
marriage, “living together,” and divorce have become more common. The average age
at first marriage for American women rose from 20 in 1955 to 25 in 2003. The comparable figures for men were 23 and 27 (U.S. Census Bureau 2004). The number of
currently divorced Americans quadrupled from 4 million in 1970 to about 22 million in
2004 (Statistical Abstract of the United States 2006). Work competes with marriage and
family responsibilities and reduces the time available to invest in child care.
Cultures are integrated not simply by their dominant economic activities and
related social patterns but also by sets of values, ideas, symbols, and judgments. Cultures
train their individual members to share certain personality traits. A set of characteristic
core values (key, basic, central values) integrates each culture and helps distinguish it
from others. For instance, the work ethic and individualism are core values that have
integrated American culture for generations. Different sets of dominant values influence
the patterns of other cultures.

Culture Can Be Adaptive and Maladaptive
Humans have both biological and cultural ways of coping with environmental stresses.
Besides our biological means of adaptation, we also use “cultural adaptive kits,” which
contain customary activities and tools that aid us. Although humans continue to adapt
biologically, reliance on social and cultural means of adaptation has increased during
human evolution and plays a crucial role.
Sometimes, adaptive behavior that offers short-term benefits to particular subgroups or individuals may harm the environment and threaten the group’s long-term
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Cultures are integrated systems. When one behavior pattern changes, others also change. During the 1950s,
most American women expected to have careers as wives, mothers, and domestic managers. As more and
more women have entered the workforce, attitudes toward work and family have changed. On the Top, Mom
and kids do the dishes in 1952. On the bottom (taken in January 2005), nuclear expert and Deputy Director
of ISIS (Institute for Science & International Security) Corey Hinderstein uses her office in Washington,
D.C., to monitor nuclear activities all over the globe.
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survival. Economic growth may benefit some people while it depletes resources needed
for society at large or for future generations. Thus, cultural traits, patterns, and inventions can also be maladaptive, threatening the group’s continued existence (survival
and reproduction). Air conditioners help us deal with heat, as fires and furnaces protect
us against the cold. Automobiles permit us to make a living by getting us from home to
workplace. But the by-products of such “beneficial” technology often create new problems. Chemical emissions increase air pollution, deplete the ozone layer, and contribute to global warming. Many cultural patterns such as overconsumption and pollution
appear to be maladaptive in the long run. Can you think of others?

Culture and the Individual: Agency and Practice
Generations of anthropologists have theorized about the relationship between the
“system,” on one hand, and the “person” or “individual” on the other. The system can
refer to various concepts, including culture, society, social relations, or social structure.
Individual human beings always make up, or constitute, the system. But, living within
that system, humans also are constrained (to some extent, at least) by its rules and
by the actions of other individuals. Cultural rules provide guidance about what to do
and how to do it, but people don’t always do what the rules say should be done. People use their culture actively and creatively, rather than blindly following its dictates.
Humans aren’t passive beings who are doomed to follow their cultural traditions like
programmed robots. Cultures are dynamic and constantly changing. People learn, interpret, and manipulate the same rule in different ways—or they emphasize different rules
that better suit their interests. Culture is contested: Different groups in society struggle
with one another over whose ideas, values, goals, and beliefs will prevail. Even common symbols may have radically different meanings to different individuals and groups
in the same culture. Golden arches may cause one person to salivate while another plots
a vegetarian protest. The same flag may be waved to support or oppose a given war.
Even when they agree about what should be done, people don’t always do as their
culture directs or as other people expect. Many rules are violated, some very often (for
example, automobile speed limits). Some anthropologists find it useful to distinguish
between ideal and real culture. The ideal culture consists of what people say they should
do and what they say they do. Real culture refers to their actual behavior as observed
by the anthropologist.
Culture is both public and individual, both in the world and in people’s minds.
Anthropologists are interested not only in public and collective behavior but also in
how individuals think, feel, and act. The individual and culture are linked because
human social life is a process in which individuals internalize the meanings of public
(i.e., cultural) messages. Then, alone and in groups, people influence culture by converting their private (and often divergent) understandings into public expressions
(D’Andrade 1984).
Conventionally culture has been seen as social glue transmitted across the generations, binding people through their common past, rather than as something being continually created and reworked in the present. The tendency to view culture as an entity
rather than as a process is changing. Contemporary anthropologists now emphasize
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how day-to-day action, practice, or resistance can make and remake culture (Gupta and
Ferguson, eds. 1997b). Agency refers to the actions that individuals take, both alone and
in groups, in forming and transforming cultural identities.
The approach to culture known as practice theory (Ortner 1984) recognizes that
individuals within a society or culture have diverse motives and intentions and different degrees of power and influence. Such contrasts may be associated with gender, age,
ethnicity, class, and other social variables. Practice theory focuses on how such varied
individuals—through their ordinary and extraordinary actions and practices—manage
to influence, create, and transform the world they live in. Practice theory appropriately
recognizes a reciprocal relation between culture (the system—see above) and the individual. The system shapes how individuals experience and respond to external events,
but individuals also play an active role in how society functions and changes. Practice
theory recognizes both constraints on individuals and the flexibility and changeability
of cultures and social systems.

Levels of Culture
We distinguish between different levels of culture: national, international, and subcultural. In today’s world these distinctions are increasingly important. National culture
embodies those beliefs, learned behavior patterns, values, and institutions that are
shared by citizens of the same nation. International culture extends beyond and
across national boundaries. Because culture is transmitted through learning rather
than genetically, cultural traits can spread through borrowing or diffusion from one
group to another.
Because of diffusion, migration, colonialism, and globalization, many cultural
traits and patterns have acquired international scope. The contemporary United States,
Canada, Great Britain, and Australia share cultural traits they have inherited from their
common linguistic and cultural ancestors in Great Britain. Roman Catholics in many
different countries share beliefs, symbols, experiences, and values transmitted by their
church. The World Cup has become an international cultural event, as people in many
countries know the rules of, play, and follow soccer.
Cultures also can be smaller than nations (see Jenks 2004). Although people
who live in the same country share a national cultural tradition, all cultures also contain diversity. Individuals, families, communities, regions, classes, and other groups
within a culture have different learning experiences as well as shared ones. Subcultures are different symbol-based patterns and traditions associated with particular
groups in the same complex society. In large or diverse nations such as the United
States or Canada, a variety of subcultures originate in region, ethnicity, language,
class, and religion. The religious backgrounds of Jews, Baptists, and Roman Catholics create subcultural differences between them. While sharing a common national
culture, U.S. northerners and southerners also differ in their beliefs, values, and customary behavior as a result of national and regional history. French-speaking Canadians sometimes pointedly contrast with English-speaking people in the same country.
Italian Americans have ethnic traditions different from those of Irish, Polish, and
African Americans.
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Illustrating the international level of culture, Roman Catholics in different nations share knowledge,
symbols, beliefs, and values transmitted by their church. Here we see a prayer vigil in Seoul, Korea. In
addition to religious conversion, what other forces work to spread international culture?

Nowadays, many anthropologists are reluctant to use the term subculture. They
feel that the prefix sub- is offensive because it means “below.” Subcultures thus may be
perceived as “less than” or somehow inferior to a dominant, elite, or national culture.
In this discussion of levels of culture, I intend no such implication. My point is simply
that nations may contain many different culturally defined groups. As mentioned earlier,
culture is contested. Various groups may strive to promote the correctness and value of
their own practices, values, and beliefs in comparison with those of other groups or the
nation as a whole.

Ethnocentrism, Cultural Relativism, and Human Rights
Ethnocentrism is the tendency to view one’s own culture as superior and to apply one’s
own cultural values in judging the behavior and beliefs of people raised in other cultures. We hear ethnocentric statements all the time. Ethnocentrism contributes to social
solidarity, a sense of value and community, among people who share a cultural tradition.
People everywhere think that the familiar explanations, opinions, and customs are true,
right, proper, and moral. They regard different behavior as strange, immoral, or savage.
Often other societies are not considered fully human. Their members may be castigated
as cannibals, thieves, or people who do not bury their dead.
Among several tribes in the Trans-Fly region of Papua New Guinea homosexuality was valued over heterosexuality (see the chapter in this book on gender). Men
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who grew up in the Etoro tribe (Kelly 1976) favored oral sex between men, while their
neighbors the Marind-anim encouraged men to engage in anal sex. (In both groups heterosexual coitus was stigmatized and allowed only for reproduction.) Etoro men considered Marind-anim anal sex to be disgusting, while seeing nothing abnormal about their
own oral homosexual practices.
Opposing ethnocentrism is cultural relativism, the viewpoint that behavior in
one culture should not be judged by the standards of another culture. This position also
can present problems. At its most extreme, cultural relativism argues that there is no superior, international, or universal morality, that the moral and ethical rules of all cultures
deserve equal respect. In the extreme relativist view, Nazi Germany would be evaluated
as nonjudgmentally as Athenian Greece.
In today’s world, human rights advocates challenge many of the tenets of
cultural relativism. For example, several societies in Africa and the Middle East
have traditions of female genital modification (FGM). Clitoridectomy is the removal
of a girl’s clitoris. Infibulation involves sewing the lips (labia) of the vagina, to
constrict the vaginal opening. Both procedures reduce female sexual pleasure, and,
it is believed in some cultures, the likelihood of adultery. Such practices have been
opposed by human rights advocates, especially women’s rights groups. The idea is
that the tradition infringes on a basic human right—disposition over one’s body and
one’s sexuality. Some African countries have banned or otherwise discouraged the
procedures, as have Western nations that receive immigration from such cultures.
Similar issues arise with circumcision and other male genital operations. Is it right
for a baby boy to be circumcised without his permission, as has been done routinely
in the United States? Is it proper to require adolescent boys to undergo collective
circumcision to fulfill cultural tradition, as is done traditionally in parts of Africa
and Australia?
Some would argue that the problems with relativism can be solved by distinguishing between methodological and moral relativism. In anthropology, cultural
relativism is not a moral position, but a methodological one. It states: To understand
another culture fully, you must try to see how the people in that culture see things.
What motivates them—what are they thinking—when they do those things? Such an
approach does not preclude making moral judgments or taking action. When faced
with Nazi atrocities, a methodological relativist would have a moral obligation to stop
doing anthropology and take action to intervene. In the FGM example, one only can
understand the motivations for the practice by looking at the situation from the point
of view of those who engage in it. Having done this, one then faces the moral question
of whether to intervene to stop it. We should recognize as well that different people
and groups living in the same society—for example, women and men, old and young,
the more and less powerful—can have widely different views about what is proper,
necessary, and moral.
The idea of human rights invokes a realm of justice and morality beyond and
superior to the laws and customs of particular countries, cultures, and religions (see
R. Wilson, ed. 1996). Human rights include the right to speak freely, to hold religious
beliefs without persecution, and not to be murdered, injured, or enslaved or imprisoned
without charge. Such rights are seen as inalienable (nations cannot abridge or terminate
them) and international (larger than and superior to individual nations and cultures).
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Four United Nations documents describe nearly all the human rights that have been
internationally recognized. Those documents are the U.N. Charter; the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; and
the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
Alongside the human rights movement has arisen an awareness of the need to preserve cultural rights. Unlike human rights, cultural rights are vested not in individuals
but in groups, such as religious and ethnic minorities and indigenous societies. Cultural
rights include a group’s ability to preserve its culture, to raise its children in the ways of
its forebears, to continue its language, and not to be deprived of its economic base by the
nation in which it is located (Greaves 1995). The related notion of indigenous intellectual property rights (IPR) has arisen in an attempt to conserve each society’s cultural
base—its core beliefs, knowledge, and practices (see Merry 2006). Much traditional
cultural knowledge has commercial value. Examples include ethnomedicine (traditional
medical knowledge and techniques), cosmetics, cultivated plants, foods, folklore, arts,
crafts, songs, dances, costumes, and rituals (see Nazarea 2006). According to the IPR
concept, a particular group may determine how indigenous knowledge and its products
may be used and distributed and the level of compensation required.
The notion of cultural rights is related to the idea of cultural relativism, and the
problem discussed previously arises again. What does one do about cultural rights that
interfere with human rights? I believe that anthropology’s main job is to present accurate
accounts and explanations of cultural phenomena. The anthropologist doesn’t have to
approve infanticide, cannibalism, or torture to record their existence and determine their
causes and the motivations behind them. However, each anthropologist has a choice
about where he or she will do fieldwork. Some anthropologists choose not to study a particular culture because they discover in advance or early in fieldwork that behavior they
consider morally repugnant is practiced there. Anthropologists respect human diversity.
Most ethnographers try to be objective, accurate, and sensitive in their accounts of other
cultures. However, objectivity, sensitivity, and a cross-cultural perspective don’t mean
that anthropologists have to ignore international standards of justice and morality. What
do you think?

U

NIVERSALITY,

GENERALITY,

AND

PARTICULARITY

Anthropologists agree that cultural learning is uniquely elaborated among humans
and that all humans have culture. Anthropologists also accept a doctrine termed in the
19th century “the psychic unity of man.” This means that although individuals differ in
their emotional and intellectual tendencies and capacities, all human populations have
equivalent capacities for culture. Regardless of their genes or their physical appearance,
people can learn any cultural tradition.
To understand this point, consider that contemporary Americans and Canadians
are the genetically mixed descendants of people from all over the world. Our ancestors
were biologically varied, lived in different countries and continents, and participated
in hundreds of cultural traditions. However, early colonists, later immigrants, and their
descendants all have become active participants in American and Canadian life. All now
share a common national culture.
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To recognize biopsychological equality is not to deny differences among populations. In studying human diversity in time and space, anthropologists distinguish among
the universal, the generalized, and the particular. Certain biological, psychological,
social, and cultural features are universal, found in every culture. Others are merely
generalities, common to several but not all human groups. Still other traits are particularities, unique to certain cultural traditions.

Universals and Generalities
Biologically based universals include a long period of infant dependency, year-round
(rather than seasonal) sexuality, and a complex brain that enables us to use symbols,
languages, and tools. Among the social universals is life in groups and in some kind of
family (see Brown 1991). Generalities occur in certain times and places but not in all
cultures. They may be widespread, but they are not universal. One cultural generality
that is present in many but not all societies is the nuclear family, a kinship group consisting of parents and children. Although many middle-class Americans ethnocentrically
view the nuclear family as a proper and “natural” group, it is not universal. It is absent,
for example, among the Nayars, who live on the Malabar Coast of India. The Nayars
live in female-headed households, and husbands and wives do not live together. In many
other societies, the nuclear family is submerged in larger kin groups, such as extended
families, lineages, and clans.
One reason for generalities is diffusion. Societies can share the same beliefs and
customs because of borrowing or through (cultural) inheritance from a common cultural
ancestor. Speaking English is a generality shared by North Americans and Australians
because both countries had English settlers. Another reason for generalities is domination, as in colonial rule, when customs and procedures are imposed on one culture
by another one that is more powerful. In many countries, use of the English language
reflects colonial history. More recently, English has spread through diffusion to many
other countries, as it has become the world’s foremost language for business and travel
and in the context of globalization.

Particularity: Patterns of Culture
A cultural particularity is a trait or feature of culture that is not generalized or widespread; rather it is confined to a single place, culture, or society. Yet because of cultural
diffusion, which has accelerated through modern transportation and communication systems, traits that once were limited in their distribution have become more widespread.
Traits that are useful, that have the capacity to please large audiences, and that don’t
clash with the cultural values of potential adopters are more likely to diffuse than others
are. Still, certain cultural particularities persist. One example would be a particular food
dish (e.g., pork barbeque with a mustard-based sauce available only in South Carolina,
or the pastie—beef stew baked in pie dough characteristic of Michigan’s upper peninsula). Besides diffusion which, for example, has spread McDonald’s food outlets, once
confined to San Bernadino, California, across the globe, there are other reasons why
cultural particularities are increasingly rare. Many cultural traits are shared as cultural
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universals and as a result of independent invention. Facing similar problems, people in
different places have come up with similar solutions. Again and again, similar cultural
causes have produced similar cultural results.
At the level of the individual cultural trait or element (e.g, bow and arrow, hot
dog, MTV), particularities may be getting rarer. But at a higher level, particularity is
more obvious. Different cultures emphasize different things. Cultures are integrated
and patterned differently and display tremendous variation and diversity. When cultural traits are borrowed, they are modified to fit the culture that adopts them. They are
reintegrated—patterned anew—to fit their new setting. MTV in Germany or Brazil isn’t
at all the same thing as MTV in the United States. As was stated in the earlier section
“Culture Is Integrated,” patterned beliefs, customs, and practices lend distinctiveness to
particular cultural traditions.
Consider universal life-cycle events, such as birth, puberty, marriage, parenthood,
and death, that many cultures observe and celebrate. The occasions (e.g., marriage,
death) may be the same and universal, but the patterns of ceremonial observance may
be dramatically different. Cultures vary in just which events merit special celebration.
Americans, for example, regard expensive weddings as more socially appropriate than
lavish funerals. However, the Betsileo of Madagascar take the opposite view. The marriage ceremony is a minor event that brings together just the couple and a few close
relatives. However, a funeral is a measure of the deceased person’s social position and
lifetime achievement, and it may attract a thousand people. Why use money on a house,
the Betsileo say, when one can use it on the tomb where one will spend eternity in
the company of dead relatives? How unlike contemporary Americans’ dreams of home
ownership and preference for quick and inexpensive funerals. Cremation, an increasingly common option in the United States, would horrify the Betsileo, for whom ancestral bones and relics are important ritual objects.
Cultures vary tremendously in their beliefs, practices, integration, and patterning.
By focusing on and trying to explain alternative customs, anthropology forces us to
reappraise our familiar ways of thinking. In a world full of cultural diversity, contemporary American culture is just one cultural variant, more powerful perhaps, but no more
natural, than the others.

M

ECHANISMS OF

CULTURAL CHANGE

Why and how do cultures change? One way is diffusion or borrowing of traits between
cultures. Such exchange of information and products has gone on throughout human
history because cultures never have been truly isolated. Contact between neighboring
groups has always existed and has extended over vast areas (Boas 1940/1966). Diffusion is direct when two cultures trade with, intermarry among, or wage war on one
another. Diffusion is forced when one culture subjugates another and imposes its customs on the dominated group. Diffusion is indirect when items or traits move from
group A to group C via group B without any firsthand contact between A and C. In this
case, group B might consist of traders or merchants who take products from a variety
of places to new markets. Or group B might be geographically situated between A and
C, so that what it gets from A eventually winds up in C, and vice versa. In today’s
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world, much international diffusion is indirect—culture spread by the mass media and
advanced information technology.
Acculturation, a second mechanism of cultural change, is the exchange of cultural features that results when groups have continuous firsthand contact. The cultures of
either or both groups may be changed by this contact (Redfield, Linton, and Herskovits
1936). With acculturation, parts of the cultures change, but each group remains distinct.
One example of acculturation is a pidgin, a mixed language that develops to ease communication between members of different cultures in contact. This usually happens in
situations of trade or colonialism. Pidgin English, for example, is a simplified form
of English. It blends English grammar with the grammar of a native language. Pidgin
English was first used for commerce in Chinese ports. Similar pidgins developed later
in Papua New Guinea and West Africa. In situations of continuous contact, cultures
have also exchanged and blended foods, recipes, music, dances, clothing, tools, and
technologies.
Independent invention—the process by which humans innovate, creatively
finding solutions to problems—is a third mechanism of cultural change. Faced with
comparable problems and challenges, people in different societies have innovated and
changed in similar ways, which is one reason cultural generalities exist. One example
is the independent invention of agriculture in the Middle East and Mexico. Over the
course of human history, major innovations have spread at the expense of earlier ones.
Often a major invention, such as agriculture, triggers a series of subsequent interrelated
changes. These economic revolutions have social and cultural repercussions. Thus in
both Mexico and the Middle East, agriculture led to many social, political, and legal
changes, including notions of property and distinctions in wealth, class, and power (see
Naylor 1996).

G

LOBALIZATION

The term globalization encompasses a series of processes, including diffusion, migration, and acculturation, working to promote change in a world in which nations and
people are increasingly interlinked and mutually dependent. Promoting such linkages
are economic and political forces, as well as modern systems of transportation and communication. The forces of globalization include international commerce and finance,
travel and tourism, transnational migration, the media, and various high-tech information flows (see Appadurai, ed. 2001; Ong and Collier, eds. 2005; Scholte 2000). During
the Cold War, which ended with the fall of the Soviet Union, the basis of international
alliance was political, ideological, and military. More recent international pacts have
shifted toward trade and economic issues. New economic unions (which have met
considerable resistance in their member nations) have been created through the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the World Trade Organization (WTO), and
the European Union (EU).
Long-distance communication is easier, faster, and cheaper than ever, and extends to
remote areas. I can now e-mail or call families in Arembepe, Brazil, which lacked phones
or even postal service when I first began to study the community. The mass media help propel a globally spreading culture of consumption. Within nations and across their borders,
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the media spread information about products, services, rights, institutions, lifestyles, and
the perceived costs and benefits of globalization. Emigrants transmit information and
resources transnationally, as they maintain their ties with home (phoning, faxing, e-mailing, making visits, sending money). In a sense such people live multilocally—in different
places and cultures at once. They learn to play various social roles and to change behavior
and identity depending on the situation (see Cresswell 2006).
Local people must cope increasingly with forces generated by progressively
larger systems—region, nation, and world. An army of outsiders now intrudes on

ANTHROPOLOGY TODAY
Touching, Affection, Love,
and Sex
Comparing the United States to Brazil—or
virtually any Latin nation—we can see a
striking cultural contrast between a culture
that discourages physical contact and demonstrations of affection and one in which
the contrary is true.
“Don’t touch me.” “Take your hands off
me.” Such statements are not uncommon in
North America, but they are virtually never
heard in Brazil, the Western Hemisphere’s
second most populous country. Brazilians
like to be touched (and kissed) more than
North Americans do. The world’s cultures
have strikingly different notions about displays of affection and about matters of personal space. When North Americans talk,
walk, and dance, they maintain a certain
distance from others—their personal space.
Brazilians, who maintain less physical distance, interpret this as a sign of coldness.
When conversing with a North American,
the Brazilian characteristically moves in as
the North American “instinctively” retreats.
In these body movements, neither Brazilian
nor North American is trying consciously to
be especially friendly or unfriendly. Each
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is merely executing a program written on
the self by years of exposure to a particular
cultural tradition. Because of different ideas
about proper social space, cocktail parties
in international meeting places such as the
United Nations can resemble an elaborate
insect mating ritual as diplomats from different cultures advance, withdraw, and sidestep.
One easily evident cultural difference between Brazil and the United States
involves kissing, hugging, and touching.
Middle-class Brazilians teach their kids—
both boys and girls—to kiss (on the cheek,
two or three times, coming and going) every
adult relative they ever see. Given the size of
Brazilian extended families, this can mean
hundreds of people. Females continue kissing throughout their lives. They kiss male
and female kin, friends, relatives of friends,
friends of relatives, friends of friends and,
when it seems appropriate, more casual
acquaintances. Males go on kissing their
female relatives and friends. Until they
are adolescents, boys also kiss adult male
relatives. Brazilian men, brothers, cousins,
nephews and uncles, and friends, typically
greet each other with hearty handshakes
and a traditional male hug (abraço). The
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people everywhere. Tourism has become the world’s number one industry (see
Holden 2005). Economic development agents and the media promote the idea that
work should be for cash rather than mainly for subsistence. Indigenous peoples
and traditional societies have devised various strategies to deal with threats to their
autonomy, identity, and livelihood (Maybury-Lewis 2002). New forms of political
mobilization and cultural expression, including the rights movements discussed previously, are emerging from the interplay of local, regional, national, and international
cultural forces.

closer the relationship, the tighter and
longer-lasting the embrace. Many Brazilian men keep on kissing their fathers and
uncles throughout their lives. Could it be
that homophobia (fear of homosexuality)
prevents American men from engaging in
such displays of affection with other men?
Are American women more likely to show
affection toward each other than American
men are?
Like other North Americans who
spend time in a Latin culture, I miss the
numerous kisses and handshakes when I
get back to the United States. After several
months in Brazil, I find North Americans
rather cold and impersonal. Many Brazilians share this opinion. I have heard similar
feelings expressed by Italian Americans as
they compare themselves with North Americans of different ethnic backgrounds.
According to clinical psychologist
David E. Klimek, who has written about
intimacy and marriage in the United States,
“in American society, if we go much
beyond simple touching, our behavior takes
on a minor sexual twist” (Slade 1984).
North Americans define demonstrations of
affection between males and females with
reference to marriage. Love and affection
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are supposed to unite the married pair, and
they blend into sex. When a wife asks her
husband for “a little affection,” she may
mean, or he may think she means, sex.
A certain lack of clarity in North
American definitions of love, affection, and
sex is evident on Valentine’s Day, which
used to be just for lovers. Valentines used
to be sent to wives, husbands, girlfriends,
and boyfriends. Now, after years of promotion by the greeting card industry, they also
go to mothers, fathers, sons, daughters,
aunts, and uncles. There is a blurring of
sexual and nonsexual affection. In Brazil,
Lovers’ Day retains its autonomy. Mother,
father, and children each have their own
separate days of recognition.
It’s true, of course, that in a good marriage love and affection exist alongside
sex. Nevertheless, affection does not necessarily imply sex. The Brazilian culture
shows that there can be rampant kissing,
hugging, and touching without sex—or
fears of improper sexuality. In Brazilian culture, physical demonstrations help
cement many kinds of close personal relationships that have no sexual component.
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SUMMARY
1. Culture refers to customary behavior and beliefs that are passed on through
enculturation. Culture rests on the human capacity for cultural learning. Culture
encompasses shared rules for conduct that are internalized in human beings. Such
rules lead people to think and act in characteristic ways.
2. Other animals learn, but only humans have cultural learning, dependent on
symbols. Humans think symbolically—arbitrarily bestowing meaning on things
and events. By convention, a symbol stands for something with which it has no
necessary or natural relation. Symbols have special meaning for people who share
memories, values, and beliefs because of common enculturation. People absorb
cultural lessons consciously and unconsciously.
3. Cultural traditions mold biologically based desires and needs in particular
directions. Everyone is cultured, not just people with elite educations. Cultures
may be integrated and patterned through economic and social forces, key
symbols, and core values. Cultural rules don’t rigidly dictate our behavior. There
is room for creativity, flexibility, diversity, and disagreement within societies.
Cultural means of adaptation have been crucial in human evolution. Aspects of
culture can also be maladaptive.
4. There are levels of culture, which can be larger or smaller than a nation.
Diffusion, migration, colonialism, and globalization have carried cultural traits
and patterns to different areas. Such traits are shared across national boundaries.
Nations also include cultural differences associated with ethnicity, region, and
social class.
5. Using a comparative perspective, anthropology examines biological,
psychological, social, and cultural universals and generalities. There are also
unique and distinctive aspects of the human condition. North American cultural
traditions are no more natural than any others. Mechanisms of cultural change
include diffusion, acculturation, and independent invention. Globalization
describes a series of processes that promote change in our world in which nations
and people are increasingly interlinked and mutually dependent.
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